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UNDERSTANDING THE EVOLUTION OF TRAGIC HERO WITH A COMPARATIVE 

ANALYSIS OF THE MODERN TRAGIC HERO WITH THE ARISTOTELIAN TRAGIC 

HERO 

 

 

By Olugbenga Oluwapamilerinayo Jacobs 

 

ABSTRACT  

The Tragic Hero mis a special protagonist that has been a powerful teaching tool for writers. This is clear 

because such characters demand more emotions from their audience. Their miserable circumstances 

always leave the audience vulnerable for the message to be passed on. A clear example is Shakespeare’s 

Hamlet. The epinomous hero mis forced to question his ideologies regarding life, values and family. This 

is due to the apparition of his late father who visits him in order to ask young Hamlet to avenge his death. 

The weight of such a task forces the character in to a constant phase of psychological trauma. Such a 

situation will force the audience to have pity on our tragic protagonist. Pity mis the tragedians trummp 

card. it is the emotion that is paramount to any tragedy.  Using a comparative Analysis of the modern 

tragic hero and the Aristotelian Tragic hero, I have been able to outline the changes to the character’s 

concept over time. This work clearly shows that there is a clear change in the traits required for the 

Aristotelian Tragic Hero as compared to its modern counter parts. Charles Foster Kane in Orson Welle’s 

Citizen Kane gives a voice to depressed children psychological traumas that they face growing up. This 

indicates that the common man is subject for study. This is different from Oedipus in Sophocles’ Oedipus 

Rex whose journey is mainly focused the influence of the super natural in the affairs of the high standing 

members of society. The research paper aims to address these differences in order to explain the evolution 

of the tragic hero. 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND 

 

To properly understand a tragic hero, it is requisite that we explain what constitutes the 

idea of a tragedy. Tragedy refers to any kind of literature in which the storyteller takes his or her 

hero or protagonist on a journey that depicts a somber theme and leads to their doom.  According 

to Aristotle, “the purpose of tragedy is to arouse terror and pity and thereby affect the catharsis of 

these emotions. His exact meaning has been the subject of debate over centuries'' (Britannica). 

Greek theatre is the birthplace of drama. Similarly, we can say Aristotelian Tragedy is the 

foundation on which the principles of Tragedy were coined. Drama started as a festival dedicated 

to gods, as in the case of Ancient Greece, where the festivals were devoted to the worship of 

Dionysus. These festivals were prominently called the Dionysia festival. It was held in the city of 

Dionysia, and entailed a competition between playwrights. The first three winners would be 

ranked accordingly. This event is also the birthplace of some words that are currently used in 

modern day literature, which include “protagonist” and “antagonist”. Protagonist is a Greek word 

that means first competitor, and antagonist means opposing competitor. Historically, tragedy in 

drama made provision for comic relief to cushion the effect of the heightened and serious impact 

of the narrative. Performing plays in the early times was easier than in the modern times as the 

number of characters and props, among other things, were fewer than in modern drama times. 

One of the reasons behind this is the fact that during the classical age, men were the only ones 

allowed to act. Greek philosopher Aristotle based his observations on previous dramas written by 

Tragedians before him. These include plays by Sophocles, Aeschylus and Euripides. From his 
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observations, Aristotle defined Tragedy as a replica of a noble and complete action, which, 

through compassion and fear, produces purification of passions. This in turn leads to catharsis 

(Poetics, 1). 

The Greek philosopher outlines his understanding of Tragedy in his book Poetics. He 

uses the book to share his understanding of what Tragedy and comedy must entail. According to 

the famous Greek philosopher, Tragic heroes are those who commit misdeeds, or judgement 

error, without evil intentions, but these misdeeds or judgement errors ultimately lead to their 

downfall, or in some cases, the downfall of others (Aristotle). An example would be King 

Oedipus in Sophocles’ “Oedipus the King”. His anger drives him to unknowingly kill his father, 

and after saving his village he marries his mother. Once the character experiences anagnorisis, 

we see a chain of events begin to unfold. His wife kills herself and he plucks out his eyes to save 

himself from the horrors of his actions.     

 

1.1 ARISTOTLE’S CHARACTERISTICS OF A TRAGIC HERO 

Aristotle indicated the characteristics that constitute a tragic hero. They are as 

follows:  

 

I. The tragic hero should be noble by birth. He should be a king or a prince.  

II. The tragic hero is neither virtuous nor a villain. He should be between the 

extreme ends of each. Aristotle indicated in his book Poetics that while the character is at 

the extremes of being virtuous and a villain, his misfortune is brought about by some 

error or hamartia as opposed to vice or depravity. 
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        III. The tragic hero must be subdued by hamartia, which is proved by hubris. 

Hamartia refers to a tragic flaw, and it is what leads to the hero's downfall. 

        IV. The tragic hero is normally snared by his own greatness. He undergoes a 

character mutation where he is initially blinded by his undeniable competence and 

righteous passion for duty, before being manipulated by his arrogance, pride or hubris. 

           V. When the tragic hero meets a fatal end, it must arouse a feeling of pity among 

the audience. 

 

Greek theatre is generally the origin for all forms of literature. It was outlived by Roman 

theatre and modern theatre. Each literary period modifies its concept of literature. It is in this 

same vein the tragic hero has evolved over time.  

 

Roman philosopher Anneaus Seneca is the most reputable Tragedian and philosopher in 

Roman theatre.  His works are inspired by unfortunate occurrences, such as rape, lust, savagery, 

and are generally blood thirsty. A clear example is the play “Thyestes”, which sees the tragic 

protagonist unknowingly eating his own children.  Although Seneca’s works are well regarded, 

they are all labelled closet dramas. The characteristics of his tragedies are highly influenced by 

Greek theatre, which is why he translated Sophocles’ “Oedipus Rex” from Greek to Latin. 

Another portrayal of tragedy is the Elizabethan Tragedy. 
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1.1.2 CHARACTERISTICS OF ELIZABETHAN TRAGIC HEROES 

 The Elizabethan era was dominated by William Shakespeare’s works and 

therefore his tragedies carry the underlying characteristics for that era.  

I. Similar to the Greek and the Roman era, the Shakespearian tragic hero 

must be a person of high repute. 

II. The character must matter to the audience 

III. The character must also be subdued by his hamartia 

IV. The tragic hero must have a distorted perception of reality. For example, 

Hamlet. His surroundings must confine him to a psychological corner.  

V. He must experience anagnorisis towards the end  

VI. He must die for the catharsis to be achieved  

 

Shakespeare’s tragedies have a higher demand for death as opposed to Aristotelian 

tragedies. We can clearly see that Romeo, Juliet, Macbeth, and Hamlet are faced with 

death. In this era, death provides catharsis. 

 

Moving forward, the Neoclassical Age brings a new breed of tragic hero as opposed to its 

predecessors. The tragedian elect is Pierre Corneille.  

 

1.1.3 CHARACTERISTICS OF CORNELLIAN TRAGEDY  

The Neo-classical tragedies started a full deviation from their Greek 

ancestors. 
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I. The tragedy pays more attention to the affairs of the state 

II. Corneille does not see the need for a tragic ending   

III. The play happens in 24 hours 

IV. Characters act based on social status, wealth and race 

 

A clear example of this era of tragedies is Corneille’s “Le Cid”, where Rodrigue kills his 

future father-in-law who has just disrespected his biological father. Rodrigue has a constant 

battle between honor and love. The difficult choice he makes in the end provides catharsis, 

unlike Shakespearean tragedies. 

The Cornellian tragic hero still adopts the concept of telling the story from the elite’s 

point of view. It employs a new means of attaining catharsis, which is making difficult decisions. 

This removes horrific elements like death, or other gory actions. It is followed by the Modern 

tragedy. Modern tragedians all follow the ideologies laid down by Arthur Miller. 

 

1.1.4 CHARACTERISTICS OF MODERN TRAGEDY 

I. A tragic hero can also be a common man.  

II. A tragic hero must be willing to lay down their lives at the expense of their 

dignity. 

III. A tragic hero knows how to differentiate between the reality and imagination  

 

 Tragic heroes face doom for peace to reign. Imploring a tragic hero also has significance 

on the audience for which the tragedy is intended. Sophocles’ “Oedipus Rex'' tells the Athenian 

community of ancient Greece that great mistakes await those who are driven by anger. Watching 
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contents for theatre and film, I have seen that tragedy has always been an impactful method of 

storytelling. The key to achieving this is the use of catharsis. By evoking a mood of fear and pity, 

the author or playwright leaves the target audience vulnerable to receiving the message behind 

the Tragic protagonists' hamartia. The dark mood set by tragic dramas is actually a disguise for 

the story tellers to control the audience’s emotions to reinforce their attention.  

  

1.2 SYNOPSIS 

 

1.2.1 CITIZEN KANE 

 This feature film follows the journey of a reporter who is trying to uncover the mystery behind 

the dying words of Charles Foster Kane. Orson Welles tells Kane’s story from the accounts of 

other characters. The story shows a successful newspaper magnate who is looking for societal 

acceptance after growing up in a dysfunctional home. Kane’s feeling of neglect affects his 

judgement moving further into film. He marries Emily Monroe who falls in love with his social 

activism via his newspaper company and his political aspirations. He has children with her but 

does not spend time with her while they are married. He later has an affair with Susan Alexander 

to pursue her dream as a headliner in order for him to be seen as a philanthropist, and in order to 

later buy the love of his society. He begins to lose everything when all the funds from his 

newspaper are used for his election campaign. While on the verge of winning his rival reveals his 

scandal to Emily and also gets the information to the press. This destroys his chances at winning 

the election and leaves him bankrupt. He moves to a remote island with Susan, where she starts 

to feel trapped and decides to leave him. The movie ends with Kane dying miserably, alone, with 

no one by his side 
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1.2.2 BRIDGES OF MADISON COUNTY 

 This is a love story between a photographer and an Italian housewife. Francesca realizes that she 

is in trouble when her husband and children are gone for the weekend and she meets Robert, a 

photographer on an assignment to shoot the monumental Bridges of Madison County. She finds 

true love with this foreigner and finds herself caught between being a faithful wife and mother or 

being free to face true love  

 

1.2.3 OEDIPUS REX  

 One of the greatest tragedies of all time, Sophocles tells the story of King Oedipus of Thebes. 

Oedipus Rex is a portrait of the mythological king of Thebes who unwittingly kills his father and 

marries his mother. On a quest to find the cause for his city’s suffering, Oedipus is told that he is 

the reason that the Gods have punished the land. He is warned not to ask any more questions 

concerning the prophecy but Oedipus does not stop. After confirming the truth from the priest of 

Zeus, Creon and Tiresias, Oedipus' anagnorisis causes him to pluck out his eyes as he cannot 

bear to see the catastrophe he has contributed to. Queen Jocasta kills herself, while Creon sends 

his older brother on exile with Ismene and Antigone who are actually his sisters and nieces. 
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1.3 RATIONALE OF STUDY  

I am highly fascinated by the concept of Tragedy. I have always loved the concept of sacrificing 

oneself for others, and modern tragic plays and films tend to adopt that concept. A clear example 

is James Cameron’s Titanic. Rose is the tragic figure in the film because she constantly 

jeopardizes her safety due to her love for Jack. 

 

1.4 AIM OF STUDY  

 This study aims to expose how tragic heroes have been employed as a powerful teaching tool for 

storytellers. It also aims to follow how tragic heroes have moved from being merely the 

bourgeoisie during the Romantic Age to the proletariat under realism. This study will further 

inform tragedy comparisons.  The two main tragic eras to be looked at are the Greek and the 

Modern. Attention will be placed on the Modern Era as most of the works are from this period. 

However, this study will focus on how text within the modern era plays into Greek tragedian 

philosophies.  

 

 

1.5 RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

While conducting this research I will be asking the following questions: 

• How has the tragic hero concept been reformed over time?   

• Why is suffering a powerful teaching tool?  

• How does Modern Tragedy buy into the Greek tragedy  

The study will look at films and drama texts, from American. I will be using drama texts by 

Ancient Greek Tragedian Sophocles. “Oedipus Rex” from the Oedipus trilogy. I will also be 
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using American films, such as Orson Welles’ Citizen Kane, and Clint Eastwood’s Bridges of 

Madison County.  

     

1.6 METHODOLOGY  

I will be using textual analysis to compare Oedipus Rex of the Classic Era to two films of the 

Modern Era, which are Citizen Kane and Bridges of Madison County 

  The theoretical frameworks for this particular study include: Sigmund Freud’s psychoanalytical 

framework, which will show what stage the tragic heroes fall under, whether it is the primitive id 

stage, the intermediary ego stage, or the morally bound super ego stage. By treating these 

peculiar characters as patients, we have a fundamental idea of why they are destined to face 

unfavorable conditions. Under film criticism, this study will show how the films being used for 

this show voyeurism. Another theoretical framework that will be used is the historical 

framework. The texts fall under different time periods and it will be interesting to see how these 

works have historically impacted their society.  This approach “seeks to understand a literary 

work by investigating the social, cultural, and intellectual context that produced it—a context 

that necessarily includes the artist’s biography and milieu.” (Kennedy, 1791) A key goal for 

historical critics is to understand the effect of a literary work upon its original readers. 
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 

In order to adequately address the complexity of the tragic hero, it is paramount that we 

understand perspectives of scholars who have asked similar questions about the tragic hero. 

2.1 PURITY OF THE ARISTOTELIAN TRAGIC HEROES 

  

The tragic hero is born from his or her immediate society. The playwrights and authors are 

bound by the workings of society to adequately develop the tragic hero. A clear example is 

Ibsen’s “A Doll’s House”. Nora is a symbol of the enslaved women of the patriarchal Norwegian 

society in the 19th century. Her decision to forge her late father’s signature is a mere reflection 

of what women had to face in order to achieve self-fulfillment. Their success was highly 

dependent on the ambitions of their husbands. The catharsis is conjured from the confined 

context of the story’s world. Therefore, the audience can easily relate with Nora and are 

sympathetic to her decision to sacrifice her relationship with her children in search of self-

fulfillment.   

 

The concept of societal confinement can also be seen in Sophocles’ “Oedipus the King”. 

Oedipus the king is the replica of the mythological king Oedipus. The unwitting journey of the 

tragic hero’s fulfillment of the prophecy, where he unknowingly kills his father and marries his 

mother, is a direct quote from the myth. The ancient Greek tragedians did not create their tragic 

heroes, but rather interpreted them. The society was built on the sole decisions of the elite and 

furthermore, it is no surprise that the tragic heroes are elite members of society.  
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Looking at the development of these two tragic protagonists, we see that modern tragedians are 

realists. Their tragic figures are created to mirror the physical conditions of the common man. 

However, their minds are more rebellious due to the constraints of their societal norms. Nora’s 

decision to leave at the end of the drama “A Doll’s House” is evidence of that fact. Her doing so 

is a clear message to the women of that society to be brave. This is employed in Sophocles’ 

“Oedipus Rex” where Oedipus is innocently trying to please a society that plays right into the 

hands of the tragic journey outlined for him.  

  

According to George Boas’ The Evolution of the Tragic Hero, Sophocles’ depiction of the 

mythological king is reminiscent of the fact that Greek literature paid more attention to 

glorifying their religious icons. With this in mind, the audience was not interested in suspense as 

they already knew what was going to happen to the tragic protagonist. It clearly contrasts with 

modern audience expectations. The modern audience would appreciate a tragedy with suspense. 

Such works tend to stimulate the mind and force them to anticipate what will come next. Due to 

the fact that Greek tragedies are based on historical facts and figures, Boas argued that “We 

cannot say that the hero does what he does because of Fate, or that the outcome is always 

determined by an oracle, or that the main character possesses a tragic flaw or anything of that 

sort” (Boas, 7). This is one of three characteristics he uses to differentiate Greek tragedies from 

Modern tragedies.  Another characteristic he points out is the fact that Greek Tragedies are 

developed based on logical necessity. This is on the basis that the Greek tragic protagonist does 

not have a choice in his fate.  
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Boas indicates that one cannot completely point out that these heroes are objects of logical 

necessity because he believes: 

 There is no logic; it might be said, in any effect's following from any cause. It is no more 

logical that a man pays for his sins with death than it would be if he paid for them with 

prosperity. But when we are sufficiently habituated to seeing certain effects following 

certain causes, we attribute to the succession of events a kind of compulsive force, as if 

nothing else could possibly happen (Boas 8).  

 

The next characteristic Boas brings out is the fact that the tragic characters contradict the view 

that every tragic protagonist has two legitimate courses of action. He believes that Greek 

tragedies mostly end in tragic heroes’ despair. Therefore, they unknowingly have only one 

journey, which leads to their untimely death. 

Asides analyzing the Tragic hero, Boas also made his own general thoughts on tragedies. 

He indicates that Aristotle's Poetics is based on the plays that have been recovered of the three 

famous tragedians. He said “or Aeschylus wrote between eighty and ninety plays, Sophocles 

over one hundred and twenty, Euripides over ninety. We have less than ten percent of the plays... 

Consequently, it should always be borne in mind that any generalization made about Greek 

tragedy has to be based on a very imperfect sample” (Boas 9). In other words, Boas believes that 

the basis of Aristotelian tragedy is flawed.   

 

 

Boas’ work questions the purity of Aristotle's teachings in his popular book titled Poetics. 

Its teachings have been reformed over the years as they can be seen through the eras that follow. 
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Boas’ argument does not make room for the effects of culture on the circumstances leading to the 

development of Aristotle’s poetics. The ancient libraries were vandalized and Aristotle did his 

best to preserve some of these works. Boas does not consider Aristotle’s poetic license.  

 

 

  Boas argued that the similarities between the various ancient Greek tragedies are based 

on causal necessity as opposed to Logical necessity. However, Researcher, Mahbuba Rahman, 

while conducting the same study, argues that all tragedies are highly influenced by society, 

which serves as a mark of identity. He believes this explains why there are significant differences 

with tragedies over different literary periods.   A clear example is a difference between 

Shakespearean tragedy and Aristotelean tragedy. Shakespeare’s tragic hero must die in order for 

catharsis to be achieved. This is seen in Shakespeare’s development of his famous tragic 

characters like Hamlet, Macbeth, Romeo, and Juliet, amongst others. This differs from the 

Aristotelian tragedies because there is more attention paid to the character's stream of 

consciousness. This complexity stems from the fact that as an authority of the Romantic Era, 

Shakespeare's works are inspired by the French Revolution of the late 18th century and the 

Napoleonic wars of the early 19th century. The conditions of society gave Shakespeare the 

license to create complex tragic heroes. This also explains why the Greek tragedians did not 

explore their poetic license; they were retelling legends and myths in order to preserve culture.  

To aid this, Rahman points out the power of music and its significance in tragedies.                   

He says:  

Music consults to myth with a metaphysical significance which can never be achieved 

with words only. If we feel like part of pure Dionysian beings we will collapse from the 
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depth of unresolved  world’s will. As a result, we demand myth, which uses the hero as a 

negotiator to shield us from the power of music. (Rahman ,3)  

By indicating this act, Rahman brings another significant difference between Greek 

tragedies and their successors. The tragic hero is seen as the most important element of the 

tragedy, while music is a close second.  Culture influenced a lot of Greek works and its 

significance forces tragedians to focus more on the plot as opposed to the character. This 

indicates that their characters are not complex. Therefore, Tragic heroes are not fictional though 

they are myths.  

 Shakespearean tragedies of the sixteenth century, the saint and his activities are 

inseparable. Shakespeare underscored more on characters than the plot which is the sign of 

marginally splitting away from the customary Greek type of misfortune since following the 

Aristotelian model Shakespeare made the structures into one stride further. Rahman's perception 

shows an unmistakable change of the terrible saint through time (Rahaman).  The renaissance 

writers rejected the Classical Age. However, Shakespeare still kept Aristotle’s concept of 

hamartia, which a lot of other writers adapted. Rahman believes that Shakespeare modified it to 

aid the complexity of his tragic heroes. Through this, he points out that Shakespearean tragic 

heroes, have evolved because their lives are not orchestrated or highly influenced by the gods. 

Their decisions have a far-reaching effect on their lives later on.  

A clear example is Hamlet’s decision not to kill Claudius after he confirms his uncle as 

his father's killer. His decision to delay his uncle’s death gives his uncle time to plot against him, 

making his job significantly more difficult. It is argued that the bloodshed at the end of the play 

would have been prevented if Hamlet was more decisive. Rahman’s research shows that the 

tragic heroes of the Elizabethan Era have psychological flaws that serve as their hamartia.   
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He also considers the psychological realm as a path taken by modern tragedians. The 

research shows that the modern tragic hero struggles with existential crisis, purposely 

questioning the meaning of one's very existence and its value, which impacts the individual 

negatively. This aids Arthur Miller’s reasoning behind his belief of what constitutes a modern 

tragic hero. He believes that the common man is as apt a subject for tragedy in its highest sense 

as kings were. “On the face of it this ought to be obvious in the light of modern psychiatry, 

which bases its analysis upon classifier formulations, such as Oedipus and Orestes complexes, 

for instance, which were enacted by royal beings, but which apply to everyone in similar 

emotional situations” (Rahaman).  This indicates that the impact behind the message of the 

tragedy would be felt easily if the tragic hero is brought down to the common man.  

George R. Noyes discusses both sides of Aristotle's reasoning behind the poetics. In the 

research of Aristotle and Modern Tragedy, he concedes to the fact that Aristotle’s lack of access 

to an adequate amount of literature makes his ideologies questionable. He also indicates that 

“character holds the second place"(Noyes 6) So he pronounces, with manifest disapprobation, 

that the poets of his own time failed when it came to rendering their characters, evidently 

meaning that they confine themselves to reproducing conventional types of Tragic heroes. This 

clearly indicates that Aristotle valued characters as the second most important aspect of the 

tragedy, but the tragedians did not explore their creative license.  

Going further into the research, Noyes points out another difference he finds between the 

Classic tragedies and Modern tragedies. He indicates that the Aristotelian Tragedy is also defined 

by “Unity of time,” the concept that the action of the tragedy tends to take a single day, or in the 

words of Aristotle, “the action of the play should be confined to a single revolution of the sun.” 

(Noyes) Through this, Noyes realized that tragedy creates an inextricable blend between the plot 
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and characters. He uses this notion to criticize Shakespearean tragedies. He believes that the lack 

of unity found within works of the Elizabethan era makes it difficult for the tragedians to achieve 

catharsis.   He indicated that “The result is that the emotions aroused by the English plays, 

though usually less intense than those which find expression in the Greek drama, are much more 

varied” (Noyes). 

From the same lenses, Noyes depicts modern tragedy as more superior than its Greek 

predecessors. He indicates that catharsis should include love as one of the moods listed under it.  

The research shows that the modern audience’s emotional intelligence also supersedes their 

ancient counterparts. 

 

2.2 LITERARY THEORIES 

 

HISTORICAL APPROACH 

  

2.2.1 CITIZEN KANE 

  Using Richard Simon’s Historical Approach, It will be useful to explain what was missed in the 

aforementioned arguments. Sarah Streets, in an article titled How 'Rosebud' and Pearl Harbor 

are inextricably entangled in this most enigmatic of film portrayals of a media tycoon, criticizes 

Orson Welles’ Citizen Kane and indicates some factors that influenced the work’s development.  

In 1939, RKO promised the young and talented Orson Welles what many would call heaven on 

earth. Welles was given the final cut for the production. This meant he had complete control over 

all parts of the production. The film industry had been badly affected by the great depression.  

This explains how Charles Foster Kane was given away by his parents in the feature film. They 



17 
 

were not financially capable of maintaining his development.  Streets also pointed out the fact 

that the Tragic Hero Charles Foster Kane is a seemingly fictionalized version of late newspaper 

magnate, William Randolph Hearst. Hearst's affair with Marion Davies is reflected in Kane’ s 

affair with Susan Alexander. The peripeteia in the film is also reminiscent of Hearst’s reversal of 

fortunes. Their (Hearst and Kane’s) newspaper companies enter bankruptcy due to their inability 

to pay their debt. Their sentimental attachment serves as a significant contributor to Hearst’s 

financial instability and fuels Kane’s hubris as he faces hamartia. After Hearst saw the movie, he 

ridiculed it for what he believed to be a false portrayal of his mistress Marion Davies. Orson 

Welles argued that the movie was not inspired by William Hearst in any way.  Welles’ 

development of Citizen Kane was clearly influenced by the conditions of society.  
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CHAPTER THREE: TEXTUAL ANALYSIS 

 

Features of tragedy in the three works  

To adequately compare the three works, it is important to identify the features of tragedy that can 

be traced within them. 

 

3.1CITIZEN KANE  

Peripeteia: The moment he is caught cheating with Susan Alexander 

Anagnorisis: He is blinded by his attachment to his Newspaper company therefore there is no 

realization 

Hubris: Kane is ruled by his pride which prevents him from selling his Newspaper company 

even though he is in a load of debt. 

Hamartia: His tragic flaw is his deity complex. He is constanttly looking to be lauded by society 

in order to fill the void left by his mother.  

Catharsis: He dies alone after all his loved ones leave him  

 

3.2 BRIDGES OF MADISON COUNTY 

Peripeteia: When she sleeps with Robert 

Anagnorisis: Francesca questions Robert on whether he is truly in love with her 

Hamartia: Her thirsty for adventure 

Catharsis: She decides to stay with her family as opposed to eloping away with Rober 
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3.3 OEDIPUS REX 

Peripeteia:  When Oedipus unknowingly fulfills the prophecy to marry his mother and kill his 

father. 

Anagnorisis:  When Oedipus realizes that he has actually fulfilled the prophecy 

Hubris: He is proud of his achievements as a king 

Hamartia: anger and hubris 

Catharsis: Jocasta commits suicide and Oedipus plucks out his eyes to stop himself from seeing 

the horrors of his action. 

 

According to the information above we can see that the two modern feature films show the 

influence of Aristotelian tragedy upon them.  This is clear as Sophocles’ Oedipus Rex and 

Welles’ Citizen Kane have similar tragic heroes. Oedipus and Charles Foster Kane are both ruled 

by pride as Oedipus’ ego forces him to react to King Laius’ insults, triggering his anger that 

drives him to unknowingly kill him. Charles Foster Kane’s pride while in debt pays tribute to 

Aristotle’s requirement of a tragic hero to be ruled by pride. Kane refuses to sell his Newspaper 

company, which forces him to depart to Kubla Khan, an island he owns.  The two protagonists 

live to be loved by members of society, which adds to their downfall. Kane suffers from a 

constant need to be worshipped. He starts a newspaper company as a venture for social activism. 

However, once he runs for mayor the course to his peripeteia becomes set in motion. This is 

because he is blinded by the praises, he receives that he does not remember to address his affair 

with Susan Alexander. This leaves him open to public defamation when he loses the election. At 

this moment, Welles’ tragic protagonist has met peripeteia because his election campaign was a 
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big risk, he cannot recover any money which leaves the company in debt. Through this, we see 

that Orson Welles’ tragic character is highly influenced by its Greek ancestor.  Eastwood’s 

Bridges of Madison County deviates from this trend as Francesca is not ruled by her pride but by 

her thirst to live the American dream. From the beginning of the film, we see that Francesca has 

accepted her domestication. This is why she is surprised when Robert tells her of his various 

adventures as a photographer. She experiences a paradigm shift that forces her to question her 

marriage.   

A clear marker for differentiating these modern works from the classics has been the role of the 

supernatural in aiding the tragic hero’s demise. The films do not use any supernatural element 

because they are modelled on the teachings of realism. However, the classic tragedies pay close 

attention to replicating the influence of the gods on the affairs of man. In tragedies the gods 

would be identified as Diabolus Ex Machina, which refers to a supernatural element that is 

employed to aid the demise of the protagonist. The gods contributed to Oedipus’ downfall when 

he faced his father. When recounting the fight with King Laius we see that the King And his two 

body guards attack Oedipus. He is not a skilled warrior but a farmer at this point who only has 

anger in his arsel against a king and his trained guards.  The odds are stacked against Oedipus 

but the guard explains that Oedipus was overtaken by his anger. This shows that there was an 

unfathomable aid that gave him relentless strength to kill one guard along with his father King 

Laius. At this point, we see that the gods have intervened to bring their prophecy to existence. 

The three tragedies in question use flashbacks to point out anagnorisis and hamartia.  In 

“Oedipus Rex”, the king realizes he has fulfilled the prophecy when he remembers his encounter 

with King Laius, which helps him realize his mistake. 
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Figure 1 A scene from Bridges of Madison County showing 

The picture shows a two-shot containing Francesca’s two children, Micheal and Carolyn. The 

film is shot based on their imagination of the experiences Francesca notes down in her journal. 

The shot precedes a conversation between Robert and Francesca. This scene marks the second 

dissolving shot indicating that a new event is about to unfold. During the conversation Robert 

asks Francesca if she wants to leave her husband. She “says no of course not” but her facial 

expression says otherwise. 
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Figure 2 this image shows Francesca reacting to Robert’s comments 

 

This close-up depicts the moment Francesca comes to a realization. She is not truly happy as a 

housewife. At this point, we see Eastwood portraying a character facing an existential crisis. She 

transitions from the super ego stage to the ego stage as she realizes she is not living the American 

Dream that she has always wanted to experience.  Eastwood also uses this shot to ignite her 

hamartia, which is her thirst for adventure. Francesca’s journey as an American housewife is 

described by the character as clean. Robert asks her if she would leave her husband. Although 

she reacts distastefully at the photographer’s comments, Francesca is caught between her 

hamartia and her familial obligation. At this point, Eastwood foreshadows a critical conflict 

Francesca is destined to face. 

 

 

 
Figure 3 a wide shot from Citizen Kane of Rose Bud, Kane 
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“Rose Bud,” are the dying words of Charles Foster Kane. It is also the name of his 

snowboard.  The movie shows a detective trying to unravel the mysteries of these words. He 

interviews Kane’s mistress Susan Alexander and his best friend Jedidiah Leilan. The detective 

goes to Kubla Khan to find answers but all he sees is a warehouse full of artifacts collected by 

Kane. The shot above is the penultimate one of the films. Rose Bud is a symbol for Kane’s 

hamartia. It is his last chance at gaining societal acceptance. After building a newspaper 

company, unsuccessfully running for political office and using his relationship with Susan 

Alexander as an act of philanthropy, Kane uses Rose Bud to orchestrate a fake puzzle in order to 

feel worshipped and adored.  

In Oedipus Rex, the mystery of the king of Thebes is unveiled through reminding him of his 

massive contribution to his father’s death. 

 

Another similarity in three works is the use of Irony. Tragedy is highly reliant on irony to expose 

a character’s tragic flaw. In Orson Welles’s feature film “Citizen Kane”, Charles Foster Kane 

started his Newspaper, “The Inquirer; to help the masses of the American society. In a 

conversation with his ex-guardian.”  

Mr Tatcher, Kane said” I will do my best to look out for the interest of the under privileged 

because nobody has done that “. This sees Kane speaking to the fact that as a child me was given 

away by his mother min a bid to protect him from his abusive father and grant him a life of 

eminent wealth but ironically this was the reverse of what he would have wished for. He was 

interested in seeing his mother go with him as he is about to face the unknown. He is sad that his 

mother said “we have to stay back to look after the others” when Kane asks “Mother are you 

coming?” The conversation signals a situational irony in which the situation looks good to the 
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parents as he would live with Mr. Tatcher, which for him (Kane) is not the case. A child needs to 

be with his or her parents most importantly, a parent that he can trust and look up for refuge in 

the face of adversity.  

Ironically, Kane not only loses his childhood innocence and childhood dependency on his 

parents but is forced to become an adult. To think and take care of himself through under the 

watch of a foster father Mr. Tatcher. This ironically becomes social commentary for children 

who are given for fostering because of one reason or the other. This is why the society needs to 

wake up and reason with Kane’s Clarren call. Due to the fact that Kane vows to “look after the 

interest of the under privileged members of society…”, this invariably speaks to the societal wish 

for children to grow up in homes full of riches but ironically does not give the child the needed 

ladder to climb up and become exactly what they should. This is not to say that Mr. Tatcher may 

not have provided care and an enabling environment for Kane’s growth physically, mentally and 

sociologically and economically. But it speaks volumes to young minds who only want to be 

cherished as his own but ironically the person he values the most (His mother) never realized 

this. Thus, Kane grows up with a split personality to which case as Sigmund Freud argues in 

psychoanalysis, the unconscious motives springing from childhood and adolescent experiences 

will come up. Thus, he seems an ungrateful person to Mr. Tatcher who is his only benefactor. 

But Kane is only filling a void because if he had someone to speak for him as a child, he should 

not have been in any foster home no matter the grandeur. 
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Figure 4 a wide shot of ‘Rose Bud’ 

Kane’s dying words “Rose Bud” is the driving force behind the story of the feature film. 

The journalists are trying to make a documentary on the life of Charles Foster Kane. They try to 

unravel the mystery behind his dying words. The journalists and film makers believe Rose Bud is 

the secret to some special hid palace of wealth. However, they never find out what Rose Bud 

really means throughout the feature film. The irony is dramatic because the audience knows that 

Rose Bud is the sled Charles played with while he was a boy but the journalists and film maker 

don’t have a single clue of the name and its significance. The fact that Kane uses a symbol of his 

childhood has his dying words lays emphasis on the fact that the character was devoid of love.  

 



26 
 

 

Figure 5 

 

In Clint East Woods’s Bridges of Madison County, the bridge is symbolic as it is a tool 

used to expose Francesca’s tragic flaw. She is highly fascinated with Robert’s life style. She 

finds herself fund of company. Every time he points his camera at her she poses very 

flirtatiously. This takes Robert’s attention away from the bridge. 

  On their way to the bridge, Robert asks Francesca if she would like to smoke and she 

says yes. After taking a smoke she coughs. This indicates that she does not have a smoke often 

but she suddenly doing so to please this stranger that she does not know. This plays to her tragic 

flaw which is the lust for adventure. Through the first shots of the bridge the director has 

foreshadowed Robert as a possible love interest. This is clear because she is finding more joy 

with this stranger than with her nuclear family.  

            The tragic heroes under investigation help the writers to expose the social issues that the 

common man goes through. Citizen Kane can be seen as a hybrid. This is because his character 

meets the demands of both the Modern tragic hero and the Aristotelian tragic hero. This is clear 
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because he faces hamartia when he is taken away from his parents. The fact that his parents do 

not consider the emotional attack their absence can cause shows the ignorance shown towards 

mental health. The assumption is that if you are rich, you will automatically be happy but money 

cannot buy happiness. This is clear because Charles Foster Kane tries his very best to buy 

happiness by being a Philanthropist. He loses everything because some part of his mind cannot 

forgive his mother for allowing him to face the world alone. This leaves Kane constantly battling 

between the Super Ego stage and the Ego stage. The actions are initially to help the masses of the 

American society but there is a shift concerning his romantic interests which are women he uses 

to attain public approval. Francesca’s character development does not show any large similarities 

to her are Greek counterparts. Her character shows the dangers of chasing what society depicts is 

right and what you believe is right. Francesca got married with the notion that women only have 

value when they are courted with a man. This contradicts her spirit of adventure. This battle is 

part of the parameters’ used by other Tragedians to expose the importance of mental health and 

emotional imbalance. 

CHAPTER FOUR: DISCUSSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

4.1 DISCUSSION  

These instances show that some modern tragedians are pupils of Aristotelian tragedy. However, 

East Wood deviates from the template stipulated by Aristotle. He develops his character in a 

basic setting with complex issues. This is clear through Francesca’s internal conflict. Although 

there are clear similarities between Oedipus and Charles Foster Kane, we can see that Oedipus 

does not know his real parents from his birth and he is convinced that his foster parents are his 

real parents. This influences his decision to leave because he does not want to kill his father and 
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marry his mother. On the other hand, Charles Foster Kane knows his parents and the act that they 

give him out at a young age causes the character to constantly search for love. Through this we 

see that the Aristotelian tragedies are not as complex as modern tragedies. Oedipus is oblivious 

to his tragic social taboo. The work is further drench in the color of supernatural intervention and 

the importance of the royal blood line. Citizen Kane and Bridges of Madison County are more 

relatable characters. This has helped modern writers to expose the ills that different 

demographics are facing.  

Recommendations 

The Evolution of the tragic hero shows the development of the tragic hero concept from a work 

of pure entertainment to the powerful weapon of education. Further studies should be done 

especially on African tragic heroes. This is due to the fact that African literature has been 

paramount in changing the notion the continent being inhabited by animals to a continent of vast 

resources. This research will help expose the ills done to the continent by the imperial powers 

during colonialism. A clear example is Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart. Okonkwo is suitable 

subject for study as the tragic protagonist embodies the rebellious Igbo culture that he carries to 

his death. A further study of these classifications of literature will help the investigator give 

value judgment on his or her analysis due to the global reach provided by looking at other works 

of literature across the globe. 
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4.2 CONCLUSION 

 

Using Citizen Kane as an example, it is clear modern tragedians were inspired by their classic 

ancestors. This is due to the many similarities between Charles Foster Kane and King Oedipus. 

However, using Bridges of Madison County we can clearly see that Modern Tragedians employ 

their poetic license.  When the complexities of the common man are used in works of literature it 

reforms an individual's sense of purpose. This is because the audience can resonate with the 

choices of the tragic hero.  It is a better method because we can see that our everyday struggles 

are taken into consideration. It serves a voice towards various demographics, addressing the 

issues of the target demographics. One of which is an existential crisis where a person questions 

their very existence.  
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