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Since the Rericrissanpe wa^ Itself a general revîvai of classical 
culture and scholarship, the Renaissance idea of trogedy both on 
the Continent and İh Engtond wae blso part of this revival. İt deve-
foped under the influence of classical tbeories and examples. 
Therefore, by way of an introducttan i t woukf be appropriate to 
describe the inteUectual cltmate in Renaissance Europe, whjch 
stimutated this revfvcl and. thus, provided the favourable condftlon 
for the development pf tragedy. 

t h e fourteenth ©entury in Europe, and more specifically in Itaiy, 
vvitnessed a new hümanistte attitude tovHtfds the study, oppreciation 
and evaluation of classical cutture and schotorship and beoame a 
tuming-point in the açcepted tradttion of cultural vatues. The plo-
neer and, indeed, propogator of this riew attitude was Petrarch 
(1304-74), whoee humanism was based on his unprecedented Inter-
pretation of histbry. Âs Panofsky has explained, 

' «where ali the Chri&tkm thin^ers before [Petrarch] had 
thought öf [history] a s a continuous development begtn-
ntng ,wtth the creotion of the world and Jeadihg up to the 
writer 's own lifetime. he SÖW it stıarply divided into two 
pertods, the classical and the 'recent/ the formef comp-
risirvg the historioe antiquae, the tatter the hlstorlae 

(*) A reyised version of the paper submitted to the Sixth AUrTurkey 
English literatür» Senrinar, Middie East Teûljftıical University Ankara, 
10-12 Aprü 1985. 

\**) Professor, Department of Englith laogaage Teaching, Middie.East 
Technical University, Ankara. 
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novoe. And where oll his forerımnerş had conceived of 
that corrtinuous development as a steady progress frûm 
heathen darkness to the light that was Christ ... Petrarch 
interpreted the period in vtrhich the 'name of Christ began 
to be cetebrated in Rome and to be adored by the Roman 
emperors' as the beginning of a 'dark' age of decay and 
obscuration, and the preceding period - for him simpty 
the period of royai, republloan and Imperlol Rome • asan 
age of glory and Uğht» (1) 

If we reoall the kind of arguments put forward by the early 
Christian apotogists ond Chruch Fathers and maintaîned by medi-
evaı grammarions, exegettcal vvriters ond commentators, that 
classical antiquity had been İn complete darkness untif the advent 
of Christ, that1 the Incarrtotîon had ushered in an aeon of Hght and. 
salvatiön, dnd flnaijy trrat classical TTtythology, literatüre and philo-
sophy embodled under its altegoricat vei| vestiges of the Christian 
doctritte, (2) it is obvious that with his daring interpretatton of 
history Petrarch fundamentally revereed the cültural ond aesthetic 
values of his time, vtriıioh, trnltl then, had been coneldered unques-
tionabh/ vafid. Furthermore. eaualiy important {s the façt that he 
thus Introduced the notton of the temi «the Middle Ages» a s a 
period followihg the decline of classical dnttqutty, and preceding 
the rise of the Renaissance itself. (3) 

. (1) Renaissance and Renascence* in Westen» Art (1965; rpt., Löndon : 
Paladin, 1970), p. 10. v 

(2) As Frances Yates («Oueen Elizabetb as Astrea,» JWCI, 10 [19471, 27-82 
[32-31 has' pointed otrt, it was the Enrperor ConStantine (Â.D. ca. 
274-337) who first daimed that Virgil's FoıırÖı Eclogue was a Messi-
anic prophecy and that Virgil's Virgo slgnJfied the Virgin Mary. On 
the Christian intftrpretatiön of the classics, also see Edgar vWind, 
Pagan Mystertes in the Renaissance, rev. ed, (1958; rpt., Harmond-
sworth: Peuguin, 1967), pp. 241-55; M.L.W. L&istntir, Thought and Let-

; ters in Westera Europe, AJ>. 34B4M, 2nd ed. (1931; rpt, London : 
Methuen» 1957), pp. 45 ff.; and D.C. Ailen, Mygterkmsly Meant : The 
Rediscovery of Pagan Symbolism and AUegorical Interpretatlon in 
the Renaissance (Baltimore and London: Johns Hopkins Press, 1970), 
p. 4 et passlm. ' • 

(3) It was first in the fifteenth century, hovvever, that the Latin equiva-
lents of the term «the Middle Ages» such as medla tempora, media 
tempest&s, media aetas and medium aevum began to be ttsed. See 
Panofsky, op. clt., p. 8 et passlm, 
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Yet mu8t be pointed out in pagamg thot in view of Ws fltori-
fioation of classical antigutty on the one hamt ond of his censure 
of the Christian era on the other, Petrarch should not be 4megi-
ned as one of those humonists whom Erasmus (1466-1536) was 
iatec to reprove bitterly in one of Me letters: 

«Everything promises me the happlesî success. But one 
doubt stili possesses my mlnd. 1 am afraid that, under the 
cover of a revival of ancient literatüre, paganism may 

, attempt to rear tts head - ae there are some among 
Chrisüans that ooknowledge Chıist ki name but breathe 
invvardly a heathen spiril» {4} 

Petrarch wos a devout Christian and was closely associated 
with the papal court of Avignon tn France He was indeeâ a great 
mystic, who örten toak refuge in his religtous meditations and 
aspired to teod an ascetrc life in solitude. (5) Jusf as St Augustine, 
by whom Petrarch was muoh influenced (6) had, ofter his converslon 
to Chrlstianity, ottempted tö reconcHe his pagan and Christian 
learning, (7) so fn his own wrftings Petrarch also oimed at a simi-
lar reeoncBiûtion. For mstonce, his De VMs iHtisfrfcus (ca. 1336-53} 
is a gcod exampie of his synoretfe attempt. İn it he included ma-
tericf from ctasatooi ohd Chflstkın Metory ond, thus, attempted to 
point out the cloee effmity toetween the «âeafö of classical antla, uity 
and Christtonity. 

(4) The Portable Renaissance Reader, ed. James Bruce Ross and Mary 
M. MdLaughün ^1953; rpt., New York: Viking, 1976), pp. «2-3. 

(5) Cf. his letter of 26 April 1336 to Francesco Lionigi de'Röberti, who 
was a prof es sor of theology at Ptuis and had earlier iniroduced 
Petrarch into St Augustine's philosophy. In this letter, Petrarch 
reveals his mystical temperament by way of1 an allegorical description 
of his hazardous ascent of Mt. Veutota. For a full text of the letter 
in translation, see Ernst Cassirer et al. (ed.), Tfaa Renaissance Philo­
sophy of ¥ »n : Setections in Translation (1948; rpt., Chicago and 
London: Univ. of Chicago Press, 1971), pp. 36-46. 

(6) See iMd., pp. 26-7. 
(7) See his Ctty of God, trftns. Hen*y Bettenson, introd, David Knowles 

(HarmondSw6Tth : Penguin, 1972), pp. 31M CVIILHMH, 403-4 [X.23], 
78840 [XVIIU3] , 1079 [XXII27] et passlm, Also see his Confesdons, 
trans. Edvrard B. Pusey, introd. Fulton. J , Sheen (Nrw York: Modern 
Iibrary, 1949), pp. 130-2 [Book VII ] ; cf. Peter Brown, Augustine of 
Hippo: A Biography (London: Faber and Faber, 1967), pp. 93 ff., 2646 
et paşsiBL . 
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Therefore, it is oertoin that his dteparogement of the Christian 
era did not stem from o surreptrtious longing for paganism stıbh 
as Erasmus was to fear. it was the ndturol resuit o f his purety aes-
thetic, intellectuaJ, scholariy and. to some extent, poiitical reactıon 
against the medieval inefficiency İn futly uhderstâhdlng and appre-
oiating the claseioaJ cultural heritoge. in fact, OB Panofsky has 
suggested, 

«Petrarch looked upon cufture in general, and classteal 
culture in parîicülar, through the eyes of the patriot, the 
sçhoiar, and the poet ... (and] concefved of the new era 
for which he hoped targely in terme of a poiitical regene-
ration ond, aböve ali, of 'a ptırificatloh of Latin diction and 
grammar, a revival of Greek and a return fröm medieval 
compilers, comlmentators and oHginators to the oid clds-
siool texts.'» {8) 

Although Petrarch's republican aspirations. inspired by the prin-
ciples of the Roman repubüc of • Cioero's time,. were not to be 
reolized for o very long; time to ceme, his humanism was most mflu-
ential on his contemporaries and becarrie an example to be 
pursued by the m Sn thşirown hümanistle ettempts for the revival of 
the classics. For instonce, .his, great disciple Boccooçjo, who re-
ferred to him as «my teacher,» (9) was one of the first humanists 
who recognized the leading part played by Petrarch in the rise o f , 
the Renaissance. By using clasşical imagery as metaphors Boccac-
cio gave an enthusiastic description of Petrarch's revival of 
classical literatüre in general and of poetry in particulor : 

«Then ... Francesco. Petrarca.... began to follov» the an-
cient path. with such fortitude of heort, such ardour of 
spirit, and such acuteness of toient that no hindrances 
could stop him. and no obstacles of the way couid frigh-
ten him ... For Petrarca cieansed the fount of Helicon, 
svvampy with mud and rushes. restoring its vvaters to their 
former purity, and reopened the Castalian cave which 
was overgrown with ths entyvining of wijd vines. Clearing 
the latırel grove of briars, he restored Apolfo to his an-

(8) Op. cit., p. ıı. 
' (9) The Portable Renai ssance Reader, ed. dt., p. 124. 
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ctent tempte ond brought boek the Muses, soiled by rus-
tlcity, to their pristine beouty. Then he oscended to the 
topmost peoks of Pornaşsus... He has revived in noble 
spirits the hope which had almost died, and showed that 
contrary to the belief of many, the way to Parnassus is 
open and its summit accessfble. And I do not doubt that 
he has inspired mony to cscend ft.» (10) 

Although Petrarch's concept of the Renaissance was moinly 
confined to a literary and poiitical'revival of claseicaı gntiquity, it 
was soon extended by Bocooccio and fifteenth-oentury humanists 
so as to comprise alt the ftelds of the arts, humanities and scien-
ces. (11) Therefore, me Florentine Neo-ıPtatonistond the first Renais­
sance îranstator of Piato's vvorks MarsiBo Ficino (1433-99) asserted 
in his pralse of Florence that his age, vvhich was «İlke a golden 
age,»fl2) ' . 

«restored to tfght the liberal orts, which {had been] almost 
extinct: grammar, poetry, rhetoric, paihting. sculpture, 
ûrchitecture, music. the ancient eingtng of songs to 
the Orphic lyre, and ali this. in Florence.» (13) 

Indeed, in addition to iearned cornmentaries upon classical authors. 
philosophers, mythology and rhetoric, classical texts were edlted, 
translated and supplemented with scholüriy gtpsseş. On the 
other, provided mateflal and fnspkation for the composition of 
indlgenous vvorks. 

VVhen we approach the Renaissance trogedy within this context, 
we become avvafö of the fact that the concept of trogedy vras clo-
seiy reiated to this phenomenon \ of humanism, and, at least in 
the early stages of its development, was greatly inspired by the 
classical, especially Senecan. examples. FoHowing the revival ond 
re-formulation on the Continent from th j * m«-sixteenth centüry 
omvards of the Aristotelian precepts in the Poetfcs, the Renaissan-

(10) Ibid., pp. 124-5, 
(11) See Panofsky, öp. ch\, pp. 15-8 et paasgm, 
(12) The Portsble Rraaissance Reader, ed. dt., p. 79. 
(13) Ibid., p. 79; cf. Ibld., p. 92, where the sixteenth century French hümanist 

Loys le Roi gives a detailed account of the humanistic revival in his 
fime and includes in the same concept the revival of early Christian 
karning. 
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oe trogedy urtderwent a process of transformotion and oome to 
include a nuchber of tmportant noveittes as regards its theory ond 
proctice. EspeciaHy wHh Morlovve and Shokospoar© in England, it 
acquired a disttnctrve oharacter of its own. 

İn discussing the rise and development pf the Renaissance 
trogedy, it should be adrnitted that, like âti the other traditional 
genres of poetry, trogedy was primorîly understood and interpreted 
in the light of the rhetorical theory such as had been formulated 
ond eiaborated by Cicero, Ûuinttlian and their followers fn antfquity 
and in the Middle Ages. İn exptaining the three styles ct)d the kind 
of subjects approprlate Jor edch styie, every rhetorictil treatise 
osually included a glosson the nature and styltstic decorum of 
each genre. Since Aristötle had originally pointed out th|at only the 
high style was suitable for tragedy ond epic, (14) this Aristotelian 
precept had recurrentiy been emphgsized and eiaborated in the 
rhetorical tradîtion, and consequently in the Renaissance, as 
VVolfğong Cfemen put it, «on exaggerated value came to be placed 
on style for its own sake, and this in turn led to the heglect of 
the claims of composition ir( the vvider sense of the" term.» (15) 
Therefore, the use of rhetorical subtieties and decoratiVe figures 
of speech became a cornmon praçtice among Renaissance trage-
dians; for them, the dramatic effect was tp be achieved not so 
much through the formulation and deptction of a powerful tragic 
âction as through the rhetoricai embellishments of the spotken word. 
This was not unnatural in view of the dominant Senecan influenee; 
indeed, Seneco's tragedies witH their rhetorically ornatej set speec-
hes and moral platitudes were regarded as the mOdels of a 
perfect tragedy. Although there were dttempts ampng sjome of the 
Renûissdnce Italian tragedians, who were in fact the first in Europe 
to vvrite tragedies with a humanistic spir'rt and, thus, provided the 
French and English tragedians with examples, to bypa^s Senece 
ond return to ancient Greek modelş, these were not successful 
owing to the lack of a ful! avvareness of the dramatic conventlons 
and structural dynamics of the Greek tragedy. The best example 
of this experiment was given by Trissino (1478-155Ö> with his play 

(14> See Aristotle's Paetics, introd, and trans. John Wafringtoh 41963; rpt., 
London:. Dent, 1966), pp. 38 ff [1458* ff.]. . . i. 

(15) English Tragedy before Shakespeare, trans. T.S. Dorsch (1961; rpt., 
London: Methuen, 1967), p. 22. 
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Sofortlsbâ {1514-5) which was a tragedy of surfermg ond included 
som© of the conventions of 1h# Greek trogedy; ye t Trissino found 
it impossibie to get rid of the rigidities of the rhetorfoai tragedy 
ond not to inciude pard-Chrietton morafizations in the Senecan 
manner. The emphasis vvas put oh long soHloaules, choroi elabo-

, rations ond decorative figüres of speech. (16) Hovvever, most of 
Trissino's contemporaries pröferred to vvrlte their tragedies in 
imitatfcMt of the Senecan model of the regular tragedy neatly divided 
into five octs, observing the decorurn of dramotis , personae, and 
containing scenes of blood and hörror. (17) The imbalance resuitlng 
from the over-emphasis put on the style ,and the moral dimension 
on the one hand ond the indifference to a fufi ond dynamic exploi-
tdtlon of the tragic action on the other vvas a etnictural fautt 
vvhich cotıld be detected irt most of the plays based on the Senecan 
example. Therefore, what Slr PhHip Sidney obeerved with reference 
to Gorboduc not only summed up the ma in concern of this type 
of tragedy but also imptted. the «mergence of a fresh attitude tovvards 
the concept of trogedy : 

( «Gorboduck ... is fuH of stately speeches, and wel soun-
ding Phrases. ciyming to the height of Seneca his stile, 
ond ..Auil of notdble morattoe, vhich it doth most dellght-
fully teach, and so obtayne the v«»Y ehd of Poesie, 
yet in troth it is very defectioüs in the circumstaunces, 
vvhich greeueth mee, beoause it might not remaine as an 
exact model of ati Tragedies»» (18) 

If we recall that, lîke his English contemporories, also Sidney 
. in his Apotogie for Poetrte (1533} was ntainly inspired by the poetioal 
apologies, theoreticat writings and Hterory commentaries of the 
&ixteenth-century Italian humanist-critlcs vlifce. Mfinturno, Oaniello, 
Scaliger, Castelvetro and others. his dissatiÇfaction with the topi-
oal and structural organlzation of Gorboduc vvas in fact dn evoca-
tion of the new attitude dlsplayed by these humanists tovvards the 

(16) For a condse account of Trissino's dramatic art, see AJ. Krailsheimer 
(ed), The Continental Renaissance, 150G-1600 (Harmöndsw>rth: Pen-
guin, 1971), pp. 251-2; cf. Clemen, op. d t , pp. 26-7. 

(17) See Krailsheimer, op. cit., pp. 247-57. 
(18) An Apologie for Poetrie in English Literary CrÜicîsm : Tike Renais­

sance, ed. O.B. Hardison <1963; rpt., London: Peter Owen, 1967), p. 138. 
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idea of trogedy, This new attitude, vvhich vvas infiuentioi on the 
evoiution pf tragedy from the Senecan tragedy of circumstances 
tovyarde what mey be termed the Mdriovvean and Shokeepeareon 
tragedy of character, vvas originally stimulated by the so-called 
Renaissance 'discovery' obout the mkJdie. of the sbcteenth century 
of Aristotle's Poeties. Although the first Renaissance translation 
into Latin of the Poeties had been ottempted by Lorenzo Volta 
(1407-57) and published in 1496, this had had a Umited İmpact 
on the early sixteenth-century tragedians, İlke Trissmo, Giraldi 
ond the others, who, as we have pointed out above, vvere strongly 
attoched to the Senecan model;, only the Aristoteüan precepts 
concerning the deoorum of the tragic hero, the idea of verisimiH-
tude, and the unity of action, vvere token into conskleratton by 
them. Valla's version vvas fottovved in ,1536 by Alessondro de^Pazzi's 
revised edition. Hovvever, it vvas the Fforentine hümanist Froncesco 
Robortelio's edition of the original Greek text supplemented w(th a 
Latin translation and extensive commentary, published in 1548 in 
Florence, that exerted a lasting infkıence upon his contemporaries. 
İn dedicating his trarvslatiön to Costmo de Medioi II. Duke of Flo­
rence, Robortelio remarked that Volta and Pazzi had left out the 
obscure parts of Aristotle's text ond that their transiotions vvere 
full of inadequacies. He furtber pointed out that he had hlmself 
traced the references in the Poeties, checked them against their 
sourçes and, thus, produced o most retidbie version. (19) Indeed, 
in the true humanistic spirit Robortelio had bought out a definitive. 
Latin translation of the Poeties and set the trend for Aristotelian 
eriticisin and a re-opprateai of the theory of tragedy. VVithin a period 
of j üst över a decade, fotlovving the publicatton of this new version 
of the Poeties, there appeared in italy o numberof commentaries 
ond theoretical writings on the art of poetry. The most Important 
vvere Fracastorio's Naugerius sive de Poetica Diaiogus (Venice, 
1555), Minturno's De Poeta... Ubri Sex (Veniee, 1559) ond Arte 
Poetica (1563). Scaiiger's Poetlces Ubrj Septem (Lugduni, 1561). 
and also Casteivetro's Itolian version of the Poeties itself (Vienna, 
1570). Although edeh of these studies vvas m itself a kmd of apology 
for poetry and, nence, oimed o t the refutation of the traditlonal 
charges made against poetry and stemmkıg from Plato (especially 

(19) See In Librem ArfatoteB» de Arte Poetica BgpHcaflone* (Ftoreatiae: 
In Offîciana Laurentii Tojrentini, 1548), aigs. v»-vir. 
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in his RepubHc, 376E ff. ond 602A ff.), as commentaries and theore-
tical vvritings they vvere essenttafly concerned both wfth an expli-
cation of poetica) modes and gertres and with the formulotion of 
rules. appropriote tp each genre ond deduced through o synthesis 
of Aristoteiian, Horotion and rhetortöal principleş. Möreover, poetic 
topics such as imitotion, invention, verisimllitude, poetic fury, art 
versus nature, the three styles, the piot structure in dramatic mo­
des, catharsis, peripety, decorum of chdracterization in each 
dramatic modd, ond simifar topics received a great deal of attention 
ond vvere treated in the. light of these precepts. Simiiariy, the na­
ture and function of tragedy as a mode of Imitatton and exerting 
on the spectator moröliy therapeutic effects vvere re-formuiated 
vvithin the contex of Aristotle's explteations of mbnesls, hamartia 
and catharsis... terms vvhich stimuiated a lasting discussion among 
poeticaI theorists. Möreover, the Horatian principie of profit and 
deiight, vvhich had alvvoys been admitted in the iiterary and rheto­
rical tradition as the üniversel aim of poetry, was re-asserted as 
the ultimate effect of tragedy. Therefore, a greater emphasis vvas 
put on the need in o tragedy for a dramatic anatysis of emotions, 
ond the söuroe of the trogic action wos attributed not so much to 
the fickleness of fortune, vvhich had in fact been the underlying 
principie of the Senecan and medieval trogedy. os to the presence 
in the trogic hero of hamartia, that is. a moral shorteoming vvhich 
vvould cause him to moke an error of fudgement and, consequently, 
foll from prosperity into misery. İnother vvords, the trogic pathos 
emerged not from on unfortunate stote of circumstanoes but from 
the hero's own character. 

Although this new concept of tragedy, essentialiy inspired 
through a eloser study and extensive elaboratlon of Aristotle's 
Poeties, vvas a centrai issue in the theoretteal and eritteal vvritings 
of the time, ^ts impact on the praetising dramatists vvas not im-
mediate. This vvas due to the fact that Seneca vvas stili regarded 
as the primary example of traçgedy ond vvas regularly studied at 
sehools. Möreover, his tragedies vvith their rnoraf sententiae ond 
soenes of horror fully catered for the prevalent Renaissance taste 
in lofty moraHzations and spectacuiar representations on the stage. 
At least this vvas the case in England before Marlovve and Shakes-
peare fully exploited ond put into proctioe the possibiiities of this 
nevv concept of tragedy. 
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