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SUMMARY OF DISSERTATION

ETHOS IN CLASSICAL AND SHAKESPEAREAN TRAGEDY

This dissertation is a comparative study of ethos in the works of the
most noted tragedians of three epochs, classical Greece, Senecan. Rome and
Elizabethan England. FEthos, moral character based on moral choice, is
studied at its culmination in representative plays of Aeschylus, Sophocles,
Euripides, Seneca, and Shakespeare. The historical background is given
only in so far as it is necessary to clarify certain ethical concepts; not' for
the purpose of asserting indebtedness of an author to his predecessor. The
relationship of the Greeks and Seneea to Shakespeare is regarded as analogy
rather than as influence. )

The Oresteia, Aeschylus’ most mature work,- reveals in the trilogy’ a
growing coneeption of man’s responsibility for error, although Aeschylus’
main emphasis is upon a moral governance of the world which ultimately
punishes the guilty and exonerates the innocent. The evolution of
Aeschylus’ idea of ethos culminates in the third play of the trilogy in
the demand that not only the deed but also the intention of the doer be
taken into consideration aud distinetion made between voluntary and in-
voluntary error. '

Sophocles turned from the theme of revenge and inevitable retribution to
an emphasis on the nobility of human nature encountering insuperable odds.
Instead of basing his thecry of tragedy upon unerring divine justice,
Sophocles conceived of a poetic irony based upon a perception of the
discrepancy between man’s suffering and his deserts.

Euripides, in his three dramas which may most aptly be called tragedies,
stressed the pathos of human suffering at the hands of capricious divini-
ties. Euripides’ characters, admirable though they sometimes are, are
not able to cope with uncertain circumstances and are overwhelmed by
undeserved disaster. Buripides, like Aeschylus, criticizes divine inter-
vention, but unlike Aeschylus, Luripides emphasizes the injustice of un-
" deserved suffering.

Since this dissertation is an attempt to relate ideas of ethos of several
dramatists, in so far as the religious and philosophie background permits,
the Sencean tragedies chosen for discussion are tragedies most comparable
to those tragedies of Shakespeare based upon revenge and those based upon
renunciation. Seneca’s Hercules Oetacus represents the Senecan conception
of the stoic hero, later embodied in Shakespearan tragedy based upon
Plutarch, and Seneca’s Thyestes with its theme of revenge offers an .
analogy to other tragedies of Shakespeare based upon that theme.

Shakespeare’s ideas of ethos are discussed with relation to the Greeck
and the Roman tragedies. Analogies are found between Mippelytus and
Romeo and Juliet, between the Oedipus plays and Othello, and between
Hercules Oetaeus and Julius Caesar. The conclusion expresses briefly the
idea of ethos of each dramatist, and his contribution to such an emerging
conception. :
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