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False Catharsis in Shakespearean Tragedy

Readers of Shakespeare's great tragedies form an intimate

relationship with the protagonists, and in doing so identify with

the struggles of each character. In such an atmosphere one might

easily believe that the inherent problems work themselves out and

that the tragedies end with their protagonists better and

stronger than they began. However, nothing in this world occurs

quite so simply, and if art truly imitates life, then the endings

of the tragedies can often represent the difficult, brutish, and

unfair circumstances of life. The complexities of the endings

reflect the same complexities of the dramas themselves. In

Shakespeare's tragedies cathartic endings are too easy for such

complex works. A catharsis necessitates a neat conclusion to the

tragic conflicts, complete with the reestablishment of order and

hope, from which the reader goes away a little sadder for the

requisite suffering, but content nonetheless. Much of the

scholarship concerning the endings of Shakespeare's tragedies

takes the position that such a catharsis does occur.

Neither the controversies surrounding catharsis in literary

criticism nor the differing opinions about the nature of

catharsis itself concern this paper. Since, however, I use the

term as a convenient focus for discussing the nature of the

endings of the four tragedies, a definition of catharsis is

necessary in order to determine the meaning of a false catharsis.

For the purposes of this study catharsis will primarily be
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defined as clarification, a definition that comes from Leon

Golden, who interprets Aristotle's "catharsis clause" in the

Poetics to mean "achieving, through the representation of pitiful

and fearful situations the clarification of such events" (58).

Such a translation allows the tragic elements to proportion

themselves in relation to motivation and action without an

excessive emphasis on moral frailty that prevents the examination

of other issues (Waters 93). G. F. Else also proposes an

interpretation of catharsis relevant to this discussion. He

claims that catharsis affirms the protagonist to be free from the

guilt and blame of his criminal acts, and thus the protagonist

may be shown pity (493). A false catharsis ultimately shows the

hero's responsibility for his actions, despite the pity shown

him. The protagonist fails to acknowledge this responsibility,

but the audience recognizes it. This idea of a false catharsis

also suggests that the intellectual obscurities within the

tragedies are not clarified, especially those of self-knowledge,

reestablishment of order, and negative imagery.

Each of the four protagonists shares self-delusion and self

aggrandizement within his lack of self-knowledge. Neither

Hamlet, Macbeth, Othello, nor King Lear gains sufficient self

knowledge to transcend the tragedy that is and will be. Each

follows the self-deceiving tendency to make the world

dichotomous. Every person and event when considered individually

becomes either good or bad, right or wrong in the mind of the

protagonist. Such egocentric and absolutist judgements leave the

2



heroes vulnerable to the catastrophes of their own making (Nollet

1). Each makes similarly absolute judgements about himself

because he lacks self-knowledge and identity or rejects his own

nature.

Throughout the course of the drama Hamlet remains torn

between these judgements of opposites and absolutes, appearance

and reality, the real and the ideal, and his nature and the plan

of action he feels obligated to follow (Soellner 175). In the

second scene of Hamlet, the prince clearly states his devotion to

truth and his ultimate goal of finding truth above appearances,

yet he believes the Ghost solely on the basis of his "appearance"

as his father. Hamlet also makes himself the judge of his

mother's behavior and claims that even "a beast without discourse

of reason" would have mourned longer than she did (1.2.150-51).

Hamlet's soliloquies also exhibit this presumptuous arrogance.

They reveal Hamlet's belief that his own importance in the

universe requires all of nature pitted against him in his

despair. In his second soliloquy he asks, "0 all you host of

heaven! 0 earth! What else? / And shall I couple hell?"

(1.5.92-93). In his third soliloquy Hamlet sees Claudius as the

devil incarnate, bent on his damnation through abuse (2.2.610-

15). Hamlet's subsequent rhetorical questions concern nature's

attempt to destroy man, and he asks:

Whether 'tis nobler in the mind to suffer

The slings and arrows of outrageous fortune,

Or to take arms against a sea of troubles,
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And by opposing end them. . . .

For who would bear the whips and scorns of time,

Th' oppressor's wrong, the proud man's contumely,

The pangs of despised love, the law's delay,

The insolence of office, and the spurns

That patient merit of th' unworthy takes,

When he himself might his quietus make

with a bare bodkin? (3.1.57-60, 70-74)

Following a similar pattern, Macbeth reveals his self

importance through his belief that witches have ordained that he

be king. Macbeth's unswerving faith in the sisters is initially

expressed in his order that they stay and explain their

prophecies, although he has no control over the supernatural

(1.3.70-79). Macbeth also has no control over the future, yet he

attempts to manipulate his fate, further exhibiting his egoism.

Following the suggestion that he will be king, he admits to

having murderous thoughts that he does not recognize within

himself:

why do I yield to that suggestion

Whose horrid image doth unfix my hair

And make my seated heart knock at my ribs,

Against the use of nature? Present fears

Are less than horrible imaginings.

My thought, whose murder yet is but fantastical,

Shakes so my single state of man that function
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Is smothered in surmise, and nothing is

But what is not. (1.3.70-79)

King Lear repeats this pattern as well. The King determines

that because of his age he can no longer rule and must relinquish

his throne and power to his daughters (1.1.40-43). However, he

wants to keep the privileges of office he presently enjoys. Lear

insists on keeping a retinue of a hundred knights at his disposal

and makes demands as if he were still king. He also believes

that Goneril's and Regan's vows of love truly express their

devotion to him and that Cordelia's silence constitutes a

betrayal. He allows Cordelia's "nothing" singly to determine his

decision to disown her. Cordelia must publicly profess her love

of her father in order remain his daughter.

Othello also reflects these patterns of self-aggrandizement

and self-delusion. Early in the tragedy the Moor displays his

self-importance through his claims that his military service to

venice along with his own nobility and nature will outweigh the

rights of nobility and friendship that bind the Duke and

Brabantio following his marriage to Desdemona without her

father's consent. Othello's claim of possessing a "perfect

soul," that is, a clear and pure conscience, also suggests self

aggrandizement in that it lacks modesty (1.2.30). His lack of

self-knowledge, although not initially revealed by his comments,

becomes evident following his statement that the "young affects"

in him are "defunct" (1. 3.258-59). He goes on to explain the

absurdity of the notion that passion could control him, claiming:
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No, when light-winged toys

Of feathered Cupid seel with wanton dullness

My speculative and officed instrument,

That my disports corrupt and taint my business,

Let housewives make a skillet of my helm,

And all indign and base adversities

Make head against my estimation! (1.3.263-69)

Othello also claims that passion will not affect his judgement,

yet he becomes so angered by Cassio's drunkenness in the next act

that he admits that his emotions have begun to affect his

decision-making (2.3.204-206). In Othello's extremist mind

Cassio either drinks to excess or remains his assistant. No

solution to the incident exists but to relieve cassio of his

duties.

These patterns continue throughout the tragedies, and in the

endings the protagonists repeat the same self-deception and self

aggrandizement because they still do not know themselves. The

very tendency to self-deceive and self-elevate further detaches

the hero from his identity because he ultimately believes the

lies he tells himself. Hamlet's soliloquies become maniacal

practices in self-analysis that never truly resolve the questions

they ponder. Hamlet attempts to know himself and be true to

himself but can't reconcile his attempts at self-knowledge with

his perceived duty to avenge his father's death. He does fulfill

this self-perceived role as the agent of justice and revenge by

killing Claudius. He charges Horatio to "report me and my cause

6



aright / To the unsatisfied" (5.2.340-41). In this way Hamlet,

like Othello, attempts to emphasize his importance posthumously

through the immortality of eulogy. Hamlet has become

appropriately overaware of himself in this self-created world of

extremes, but this awareness interferes with his ability to

attain self-knowledge. He can't reconcile who he is with who he

wants to be. In Hamlet's corrupt environment, finding his

identity is ultimately impossible (Soellner 193).

Othello also makes himself the agent of justice in the final

scene of the tragedy. After kissing Desdemona prior to killing

her, Othello personifies himself as justice: "0 balmy breath,

that dost almost persuade / Justice to break her sword" (5.2.16-

17). Before he wounds Iago he again reveals his lack of self

knowledge and identity. When Lodovico inquires about Othello's

whereabouts, Othello responds, "That's he that was Othello; Here

I am" (5.2.280). Once again Othello's true nature contradicts

his claim to be passionless because his passion explodes and

culminates in his murder of Desdemona. Othello, by suggesting

that Iago is a "demi-devil" who "hath thus ensnared my soul and

body," refuses to accept responsibility for the consequences of

his passion (5.2.297-98). Ultimately, something within Othello

wanted to believe Iago, and he thus chose to become "ensnared" by

Iago (Soellner 272). Othello's statement that he "Lov'd not

wisely but too well" lends with it another sense of the self

delusion found in the beginning of the drama, especially when

followed by his self-description as "one not easily jealous"
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(5.2.340-41). By making each of these statements he denies

responsibility for his actions and implies that his jealous

passion is the result of an obsessive love rather than his choice

to believe "evidence" based on circumstance and manipulation

(Soellner 278). Othello also repeats his self-aggrandizement in

much the same manner as Hamlet. Through these directions Othello

attempts to create his own eulogy and petitions for his

immortality. He pleads:

I pray you, in your letters,

When you shall these unlucky deeds relate,

Speak of me as I am. Nothing extenuate,

Nor set down aught in malice. Then must you speak

Of one that loved not wisely, but too well;

Of one not easily jealous, but, being wrought,

Perplexed in the extreme; of one whose hand,

Like the base Judean, threw a pearl away

Richer than all his tribe; of one whose subdued eyes,

Albeit unused to the melting mood,

Drops tears as fast as the Arabian trees

Their medicinable gum. set you down this. (5.2.336-

347)

Macbeth, in contrast to Hamlet and Othello, chooses for

himself the role of agent of his own fate rather than agent of

justice. His self-delusion, self-aggrandizement, and lack of

self-knowledge continue through the end of the tragedy. Early in

the fifth act Macbeth claims, "The mind I sway and the heart I
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bear / Shall never sag with doubt nor shake with fear" (5.3.9-

10). Yet throughout the drama Macbeth has been haunted by

apprehension and fear. He does succeed in temporarily

suppressing his fear with the false "certainty" of success in the

witches' revelation of his invulnerability to man "of woman born"

(4.1.80). Through this delusion of immortality Macbeth elevates

himself by telling Macduff, "I bear a charmed life, which must

not yield / To one of woman born" (5.8.12-13). He is a

passionate man who decides to ignore his emotions and in the

process he separates himself from his true nature (Soellner 347).

Macbeth blames the witches for his danger and fails to take

responsibility for his own actions. Macbeth's reaction to

Macduff's revelation that he was "From his mother's womb /

Untimely ripped" uncovers the fear that he had attempted to hide

from himself (5.8.15-16). He declares, "Accursed be that tongue

that tells me so, / For it hath cowed my better part of man!"

(5.8.17-18). In the second act he tells Lady Macbeth, "To know

my deed, 'twere best not to know myself" (2.2.72). By his death

Macbeth has succeeded in separating himself from his deeds,

denying responsibility for them and evading his guilt (Soellner

349) .

Differing from the other protagonists, Lear chooses madness

and age as his means of becoming a victim. Even in the face of

Cordelia's death Lear cannot resolve his egocentricity with the

reality of his loss, nor does he understand that love transcends

verbal expressions of loyalty and commitment. One sees Lear
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elevating himself to the level of the Christian God in the fifth

act. His statement, "I know when one is dead and when one

lives," bears a striking resemblance to Acts 10:42 in which Peter

reveals Jesus' command to the Apostles that they testify that He

is the one ordained by God to be the judge of the living and the

dead (5.3.62). Noting the similarity, most critics and editors

who believe that King Lear represents the triumph of Christianity

over paganism agree that his line refers to the Last Judgement

(Roche 161). As reflected in this self-elevation, Lear still

lacks humility and succumbs to self-pity. Lear's madness does

not purge him of selfishness nor transform him into a character

deserving of sympathy as Larry Champion claims (165). He admits

his madness and senility to Cordelia in 4.7.60-63, yet through

this awareness he blames his insanity and age for his behavior

rather than truly admitting his guilt. Madness and old age

become convenient objects on which to place the responsibility

for his actions. Lear actually becomes more selfish and

possessive of Cordelia in the final scenes. He forecasts the

happy days that they will spend alone in prison together, and in

acts four and five he refers to Cordelia with the possessive "my"

three times. In the final scene Lear becomes obsessed with

Cordelia's death but ignores his other two lifeless daughters in

a final act of selfish insensitivity (Roche 161). Even in death

Cordelia is his favorite, as she was her entire life. Thus Lear

continues to disregard the importance of Regan and Goneril who,

despite their evil, were still his daughters. By this time Lear
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cannot tell life from death as he claimed earlier. with Lear's

final "look there" (5.3.13) he falls prey to the self-deception

of one who, as Regan notes, "hath ever / but slenderly known

himself" (1.1.295-96), or he manages to manufacture an escape

from this brutal reality in madness and elderly infirmity (Peat

44) •

Along with the issues involved with self-knowledge, the

imperfect restoration of order plays an important part in

constituting a false catharsis. The succession of Fortinbras to

the throne of Denmark presents a continuation of the corruption

in the body politic. According to Roland Frye, tyranny is

unacceptable in Shakespeare, but the perfect ruler is equally

unattainable. A ruler needs to be a man of "middling virtue,"

and in this respect Fortinbras fares no better than Claudius and

Hamlet (267). Claudius in the first act and Fortinbras in the

fifth both come to power following murder and amidst confusion

surrounding the royal succession, and each takes advantage of

"being in the right place at the right time." Their similar

reactions to taking the Danish crown reflect this parallel.

Claudius takes the throne, "with a defeated joy, / with an

auspicious and dropping eye, / with mirth in funeral, and with

dirge in marriage, / In equal scale weighing delight and dole"

(1.2.10-13). To the offer of kingship of Denmark, Fortinbras

responds, "For me, with sorrow I embrace my fortune" (5.2.389).

Each physically seizes possession of the throne, Claudius through

murder and Fortinbras through military aggression. Like
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Claudius, Fortinbras ultimately becomes the only prince available

to control the kingdom and the only one powerful enough to do so,

but he is not necessarily the best choice (Guilfoyle 126).

Another important parallel between the first and fifth acts shows

both Old Hamlet and Fortinbras appearing in armor, and each may

bring "airs from heaven or blasts from hell" as a result of their

unknown intentions (1.4.41). Fortinbras is a man of action and,

unlike Hamlet, this action is not very well tempered by thought.

Hamlet sees himself as having "some craven scruple / Of thinking

too precisely on th' event" when considering a course of action

(4.4.40-41). Since Fortinbras acts as one of Hamlet's primary

foils, by contrast one can assume that Shakespeare invites the

reader to see Fortinbras as a man without Hamlet's own "cowardly"

moral exactitude concerning the outcome of his actions. Hamlet

may be thinking too much about his actions, but Fortinbras never

seems to think at all about his. Fortinbras acts without regard

for the safety of his men and doesn't seem to care how many die

(Imhof 18). Although Hamlet calls Fortinbras "a delicate and

tender prince" (4.4.48), this description does not suit a man who

finds "quarrel in a straw" and who would place his men in mortal

danger for an "eggshell" (4.5.53-55). Both Fortinbras and Hamlet

have distorted senses of honor and duty. Each has alienated

himself from reality in his own impossible attempt to regain his

father's lost power and honor through revenge. Fortinbras'

belligerence and war-mongering are as neurotic as Hamlet's

delusionary indecision (Erlich 104). Each behavior in its own
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way exaggerates a son's reaction to a father's violent death and

the subsequent succession of an uncle to power. One finds

Fortinbras admirable in his ability to take action but disturbing

in his pursuit of "straw" (4.4.26).

Edgar represents no greater hope for the future of the body

politic and the restoration of order at the end of King Lear than

does Fortinbras at the end of Hamlet. However, much of Edgar's

inability to restore order stems from identity and self-knowledge

conflicts. In the first scene one sees Gloucester's descriptions

of his two sons. In describing Edgar he states, "But I have a

son, Sir, by order of law, some year elder than this, who yet is

no dearer in my account" (1.1.19-21). Gloucester does not

specifically name his son, and this relationship seems to be a

legal rather than an emotional one. Subsequently, Gloucester

believes without hesitation that Edgar is capable of betraying

him, and combined with Edmund's easy manipulation of Edgar,

reveals a character one would not desire in a potential ruler.

Edgar's alienation further manifests itself in his role as Poor

Tom. Edgar moves from an emotional separation from his father to

a spiritual and physical alienation from himself and society. In

the same way that the body of a beggar such as Poor Tom must

suffer permanent disfigurement from self-mutilation, Edgar's mind

must also suffer permanently from the emotional upheaval of

extreme alienation and feigned madness. within this idea of

mental and physical mutilation, William Carroll suggests that

Edgar must become a perversely grotesque form of Edmund. Edgar,

13



through his disguise as the Bedlam Beggar, and Edmund, through

his illegitimate birth are both social outcasts. Neither chooses

alienation and each must engineer a plot in order that the

brothers may change places (426). Edgar, in assuming Edmund's

role as the outcast, must necessarily endure the same mental

torment and become like Edmund to a certain degree. Even after

Edgar in the disguise of Poor Tom begins to reveal himself to the

other characters, one still sees the element of self-denial in

his speech. When he reveals his identity to Edmund, he states,

"My name is Edgar, and thy father's son" (5.3.166-69). Through

this comment Edgar continues to separate himself from his

identity as Gloucester's legitimate son and places Edmund on an

equal social status. One might also note that Edgar gains the

throne through catastrophe in the same way that Claudius and

Fortinbras ascend to the throne of Denmark in Hamlet (Carroll

430) .

In Macbeth the reader has no easy means of discrediting

Malcolm as a suitable agent to restore order to Scotland

following Macbeth's defeat. Unlike the belligerent Fortinbras

and the outcast Edgar, one finds Malcolm a prince with the "king

becoming graces" of "Mercy, Lowliness, Devotion, Patience" that

he claims not to possess (4.3.93-94). These terms are often used

to describe Cordelia in King Lear and Desdemona in Othello;

however, in this drama women represent the malicious,

destructive, and often fearful elements of nature and society.

Malcolm's gentle nature seems unusual when surrounded by the
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violence of his environment, yet at the end of act four he

becomes as obsessed with violence and revenge as Macbeth and

Macduff (Pearlman 8). Malcolm suggests to Ross and Macduff that

they "make us medicines of our great revenge, / To cure this

deadly grief" (4.3.214-5). Malcolm then commands Macduff to let

his anguish be "the whetstone of your sword. Let grief / Convert

to anger; blunt not the heart, enrage it" (4.3.228-29).

In killing Macbeth, Macduff plays an important part in the

ending of the tragedy, and he will surely have a significant role

in Malcolm's ruling oligarchy. However, unmistakable parallels

exist between Macbeth and Macduff that make Macduff as

potentially threatening to the future of scotland as Macbeth

himself was. Macduff possesses Macbeth's same penchant for

violence and bloody conflict. In order to fulfill his need for

revenge, Macduff requests of the "gentle heavens" that they:

Cut short all intermission; front to front

Bring thou this fiend of Scotland and myself;

within my sword's length set him. If he 'scape,

Heaven forgive him too! (4.3.231-34)

The first and fifth acts parallel each other, with Macbeth

returning from his successful battle against the threatening

Norwegians in the first and Macduff returning from his successful

battle against Macbeth in the fifth. Malcolm plays an important

part in establishing other parallels between Macbeth and Macduff.

Duncan describes Macbeth as "worthy" in his defense of Scotland,

and Malcolm uses the same adjective in describing Macduff. In

15



another parallel between the first and fifth acts, one sees

Malcolm bestowing the title of "earl" on his thanes, including

Macduff, as Duncan began the tragedy by bestowing a title on

Macbeth.

Othello does not easily fit the established scheme of an

imperfect restoration of order used to develop this idea of a

false catharsis. The future of the body politic plays a

diminished role in the tragedy because politically the play more

closely concerns itself with the daily struggles of protecting an

empire and less with the royal affairs of state. However, a few

of the points made concerning Cassio's character deserve to be

noted in this discussion. The first involves Cassio's own

admission of a low tolerance for alcohol. Although this

admission does not necessarily suggest that Cassio suffers from

alcoholism, the weakness surely will continue to be a problem for

him in a society in which one finds drinking a common form of

"entertainment" (2.3.34). Through this weakness Cassio reveals

the same lack of self-control seen in Othello throughout the

tragedy. Alcohol allows Cassio's passion to rule his reason.

Perhaps a more important problem centers around Cassio's

promotion to Lord Governor in the final scene. Lodovico gives

cassio the responsibility of punishing Iago, "the censure of this

hellish villain, / The time, the place, the torture" (5.2.364-

5). Cassio's importance to Iago's manipulative plans makes his

control over the life of the man who had ruined his reputation

potentially irresponsible. In no way can Cassio's punishment be
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just in a drama in which the idea of justice plays such an

important part. Cassio also allows himself to be manipulated by

Iago in much the same way Othello does. Like Edgar in King Lear,

this lack of self-control seems unsuitable in a potential ruler.

Such weaknesses pose a threat to the restoration of order and the

future of the body politic.

Imagery involving disease and animals also have importance

in the understanding of the conclusions of the tragedies. The

generally limited roles of the characters left following the

catastrophes and the importance of the ending to the overall view

of each play make any imagery surrounding them of particular

significance. One finds disease used throughout the dramas to

signify the corruption of an individual's mind and the corruption

within the body politic. The king is the head of state and,

therefore, of the body politic. If the "head" of government

becomes diseased, the entire "body" of the nation will suffer.

These images usually involve disease that is produced by the

body, and is, therefore, an inherent part of it (Spurgeon 166).

One finds animal imagery in association with excessive emotion.

Shakespeare shows such excesses to be corrupt because they reveal

a deviant nature and a lack of self-control. Animal imagery

often compares humans to animals, thus denigrating the stature of

mankind (Gonzalez 45).

Disease imagery surrounding the head of state and the body

politic is of particular importance in Hamlet and Macbeth. In

Hamlet the ghost of King Hamlet, while detailing his own death,
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reveals, "A serpent stung me, so that the whole ear of Denmark /

is by a forged process of my death / Rankly abus'd" (1.5.36-38).

Almost immediately following Fortinbras' first physical

appearance, Hamlet comments on the "sickness" of Fortinbras'

trivial attack on Poland. "This is the imposthume of much wealth

and peace, / That inward breaks, and shows no cause without / Why

the man dies" (4.4.27-29). The following soliloquy describes

Fortinbras' actions and ambition with references to farm animals.

One sees the Norwegian prince as a man "with divine ambition

puffed" and his attack as a "quarrel with a straw" over an

"eggshell" (4.4.49-55). In the final moments of the tragedy one

discovers that the first event of Fortinbras' new reign will be

to hear the barbaric story "Of carnal, bloody, and unnatural

acts, / Of accidental judgements, causal slaughters, / Of deaths

put on by cunning and forced cause" as related by Horatio, an act

similar to Claudius' murder of Old Hamlet by pouring poison into

his ear (5.2.382-84).

In Macbeth the images that Scotland is "sick" parallels the

disease imagery in Hamlet (Spurgeon 332). Malcolm describes

Macbeth as "This tyrant, whose sole name blisters our tongues"

(4.3.12). Ross comments that "good men's lives / Expire before

the flowers in their caps, / Dying or ere they sicken" (4.3.171-

73). Malcolm also states that their opposition to Macbeth should

be "medicines of our great revenge, / To cure this deadly grief"

(4.3.214-15). Barbarism as a mental illness also reveals

corruption. Malcolm uses a feigned barbarism to contrast his

18



goodness. Claiming that he will "tread upon the tyrant's head, /

Or wear it on my sword" makes his revelation that he is a virgin

and has never lied before this time seem all the more saintly

(4.3.45-46). However, even after Malcolm's comment that "Though

all things foul would wear the brows of grace, / Yet grace must

still look so," Macduff believes Malcolm's lies (4.3.23-24).

Malcolm also does not encourage Macduff to enact his revenge

until after he has lied about the "barbarity" of his nature.

In King Lear the images of disease primarily take the form

of mental anguish that becomes physical agony. Again the head of

state suffers, revealing the "madness" of the entire nation.

This madness is also a disease produced by the body, although

influenced to a certain degree by surrounding events. King

Lear's mental illness increases throughout the play to the point

that his body succumbs to the pervading despair following

Cordelia's death. The madness of Poor Tom physically expresses

itself through a grotesque physical appearance, usually assumed

to be the result of self-mutilation in a beggar (Carroll 433).

Edgar himself has experienced extreme mental anguish through his

betrayal by Edmund, his life as an outcast, and the deaths of

Gloucester, Lear, and Cordelia. His disguise not only allows him

to remain undetected but also represents a physical manifestation

of the mental pain that will not disappear after he removes the

costume. One also finds disease as injury in King Lear.

Following Lear's death, Kent requests of Edgar, "Vex not his

ghost: 0, let him pass! He hates him / That would upon the rack
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of this tough world / stretch him out longer" (5.3.315-17). When

Albany places control of the kingdom in the hands of both Kent

and Edgar, he commands them to "Rule in this realm and the gored

state sustain" (5.3.322). Albany only calls for the maintenance

of the wounded nation rather than its restoration and health.

Lear uses animal imagery to express his extreme grief over the

death of Cordelia. He asks, "Why should a dog, a horse, a rat,

have life, / And thou no breath at all?" (5.3.308-309).

Animal imagery more fully pervades the ending of Othello

than the other tragedies. In fact, animal imagery in Othello

parallels the use of disease in the other plays. It reveals

infirmity of the spirit and the intellect, releasing the passions

and making logic and reasoning a struggle (Gonzalez 45). After

being mortally wounded by Iago, Emilia states, "I will play the

swan, / and die in music" (5.2.244-45). Lodovico calls Othello a

"viper" following his murder of Desdemona (5.2.280). Othello

compares his despair and personal sense of helplessness to that

of a trapped animal. "Why hath he thus ensnared my soul and

body?" (5.2.298). Othello later precedes his suicide by

claiming, "I took by the throat the circumcised dog / And smote

him -- thus" (5.2.351-52). Lodovico uses this animal imagery in

describing Iago. "0 Spartan dog, / More fell than anguish,

hunger, or the sea!" (5.2.357-58).

The patterns of self-knowledge, restoration of order in the

body politic, and imagery present a few questions left unanswered

by propositions that catharsis occurs in Shakespeare's great
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tragedies. A catharsis necessarily depends upon the

clarification of these patterns. Have the questions presented

within the tragedies really been answered when one reaches the

endings? A true catharsis cannot occur in light of each

tragedy's inherent contradictions. Shakespeare asks the reader

to make a decision about nature of the endings that the tragedies

themselves do not resolve. Each protagonist chooses his own role

and actions, and he either lacks identity and self-knowledge or

rejects his own nature. By the final scene the reader does not

understand the hero's motives or actions any more than the

protagonist does. Imagery and unsuitable successors suggest that

order is not reestablished or clarified. When considered

together, these unresolved questions present a stagnation within

each tragedy because nothing has changed. Regardless of where

the protagonists' place the blame for their actions, the audience

knows that they are responsible for them. In these final images

of failure and death the reader claims his or her own life like

Claudius, with "mirth in funeral." The audience mourns the

previous tragedy and rejoices in its impermanence in their lives.

Ultimately, no restoration or reclamation of good, order, or

knowledge occurs within the tragedies, only the delay of the evil

to come. Perhaps the real tragedy exists, not in the fall of a

protagonist with whom the reader identifies, but in the future of

a new state doomed to repeat the mistakes of its predecessors

from which it learned nothing?
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