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1. “I think the tragic feeling is evoked in us when we are in the presence of a character who is ready to lay down his life, if need be, to secure one thing—his sense of personal dignity. From Orestes to Hamlet, Medea to Macbeth, the underlying struggle is that of the individual attempting to gain his ‘rightful’ position in his society.”  —Arthur Miller

2. The Greek overtones in Miller’s work have been the subject of countless high school English essays and graduate dissertations. Whether it is Joe Keller in All My Sons Willy Loman in Death of a Salesman or Eddie Carbone in A View from the Bridge, Miller’s uncompromising exploration of human mistake and regret is at the core of his literary genius. These men, though unforgivable in their sins and failures, are as sympathetic as they are flawed.
In the Greek tragedies of Sophocles, Aeschylus and Euripides (and later in those of Shakespeare), the tragic hero is marked by a fatal flaw (usually hubris, or arrogance), which compels him to commit a grave and irrevocable error. The hero then descends into a journey marked by denial, suffering and isolation, only after which does he realize that death is the only possible course. Only with the tragic hero gone can moral order be restored, and with that death also comes freedom for all other entangled characters.
	However, drawing parallels between Miller’s two most famous protagonists, Willy Loman and Joe Keller, is tricky business. Joe Keller is a pillar among men—beloved by the town in which he lives, the boss of a powerful business, a success by all measurable accounts. This is no Willy Loman, accustomed to failure and rejection. Though both men follow a similar trajectory and certainly share a similar end, Keller is more similar to the kings of Greek tragedy than his weak literary counterpart.

3. “All My Sons contains elements of Greek tragedy not only in its retroactive structures but also in a story that at times evokes Aeschylus’s Oresteia and Sophocles’ Oedipus Rex. Joe Keller can be viewed as a king whose hands are stained with a son’s blood, and Kate Keller as a Queen who is suspended between shielding her husband and destroying him for love of a son. … The Oedipal theme is carried further in Chris’s behavior toward his parents and the terrifying mix of love, protection and vengeance in Mrs. Keller. Likewise Ann, George and their absent father might be viewed as the opposite of the Kellers, an ill-used and wrongfully deposed royal family of three; in their own way they are similar to Ophelia, Laertes and Polonius of Hamlet, another play with Greek overtones.”
— “Arthur Miller: His Life and Work,” by Martin Gottfried

4. Joe Keller ought to be the hero-villain of All My Sons, since pragmatically he certainly is a villain. But Miller is enormously fond of Joe, and so are we; he is not a good man, and yet he lives like, one, in regard to family, friends, neighbors. I do not think that Miller ever is interested in Hannah Arendt’s curious notion of the banality of evil. Joe is banal, and he is not evil though his business has led him into what must be called moral idiocy, in regard to his partner and to any world that transcends his own immediate family. Poor Joe is just not very intelligent, and it is Miller’s curious gift that he can render such a man dramatically interesting. An ordinary man who wants to have a moderately good time, who wants his family never to suffer, and who lacks any imagination beyond the immediate: what is this except an authentic American Everyman?
Harold Bloom, "Introduction," Arthur Miller’s All My Sons, Modern Critical Interpretations,
1988

Miller’s protagonists, at once both complex and contradictory, are most often male and traditionally carry the moral burden of the play. Their suffering, sacrifice, and deliberate acts of passive resistance are presented as ideals with which the audience is meant to identify and respect. Miller crafts his characters to attain their allotment of personal heroism only through the acceptance of their social guilt. Each man’s tragedy ultimately reveals itself as a loss of private honor in the face of a more public responsibility. Stefani Koorey, "Introduction," Arthur Miller’s Life and Literature: An Annotated and Comprehensive Guide, 2000
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ARISTOTLE'S IDEAS OF TRAGEDY: Let's read the handout

Performance: Greek tragedies were performed in late
March/early April at an annual state religious festival in honor
of Dionysus. The presentation took the form of a contest
between three playwrights, who presented their works on
three successive days. Each playwright would prepare a
trilogy of three tragedies, plus an unrelated concluding comic
piece called a satyr play. Often, the three plays featured linked
stories, but later writers like Euripides may have presented
three unrelated plays. Only one complete trilogy has survived,
the Oresteia of Aeschylus. The Greek theatre was in the open
air, on the side of a hill, and performances of a trilogy and
satyr play probably lasted most of the day. Performances
were apparently open to all citizens, including women, but
cevidence is scanty. The theatre of Dionysus at Athens
probably held around 12,000 people.

The presentation of the plays probably resembled moder opera more than what we think of as a "play."
All of the choral parts were sung (to flute accompaniment) and some of the actors' answers to the
chorus were sung as well. The play as a whole was composed in various verse meters. All actors were
‘male and wore masks, which may have had some amplifying capabilities. A Greek chorus danced as well
as sang. (The Greek word choros means "a dance in a ring.")

Definition:
Tragedy depicts the utter and complete downfall from a high status of a noble King, hero or heroine
[peripateial, usually through some combination of ubris [arrogance]. fate, and the will of the gods,

The tragic hero's powerful wish to achieve some goal inevitably encounters limits, usually those of
‘human frailty (flaws in reason, hubris, society), the gods (through oracles, prophets, fate), or nature.

Aristotle says that the tragic hero should have a flaw and/or make some mistake (hamartia).
The hero need not die at the end, but he / she must undergo a change in fortune.

In addition, the tragic hero may achieve some revelation or recognition (anagnorisis--"knowing again”
or "knowing back” or "knowing throughout" ) about human fate, destiny, and the will of the gods.
Aristotle quite nicely terms this sort of recognition "a change from ignorance to awareness of a bond of
love or hate."

The audience experiences a purging of all negative emotions towards the hero as order and justic is
restored.




