Notes on Three Lessons from Theater,

for “How to Spot a Tyrant.”

Paul Woodruff, September 2009  (1639 words)
Antigone
Lesson:  Tyrants suffer from hubris.  They are so sure they are right that they do not listen to anyone who disagrees with them.  
Sophocles wrote the play around 443 BCE, when he was just over fifty years old.  The play won first prize in Athens and may have led to his being elected to an important post in government the following year.

The play is set in Thebes, where Oedipus used to be king—the man who unknowingly killed his father and married his own mother.  Now he is dead, and before the play begins, the two sons of Oedipus have quarreled over who is to rule.  They had agreed to take turns.  The younger brother, Prince Eteocles (“Trueglory”) 
won the toss for first turn at the throne and then would not give it up when Prince Polynices (“Quarrelsome”) came to take his turn.  Quarrelsome went off to collect a foreign army.

The play begins the morning after a great battle.  Trueglory and the Thebans have whipped Quarrelsome and the foreign enemies, and by this they have saved the city from rape, pillage, and civil war.   Both boys are dead, killed by each other’s spears.  Their uncle Creon (whose name means “ruler”) has stepped in as king.  He knows how to be a king because he was regent for many years while the boys were growing up.

Creon decrees that one boy, Eteocles, will be buried with full honors, while the other is left as food for wild dogs and vultures.  Anyone who attempts to bury Polynices will be punished by death.  This is the normal penalty for rebellion in ancient Greece—to be killed and left unburied.  Creon is trying to prevent further civil war, for the safety of the city, by making an example of his nephew.

The boys’ sister, Antigone (whose name means “born in opposition”) loves Polynices and has already gone outside the city walls to conduct a burial ceremony with dust and oil.  When guards clean off the body she repeats the ceremony and is caught.

Creon believes in justice for all.  Even though Antigone is his niece, he sentences her to die.  Creon’s son Haemon (“bloody”) is engaged to marry Antigone.  He loves his fiancée and wants to save her.  He has heard that the people of the city agree with him that she should not die.  He comes to try to talk his father into being merciful. He will fail.

Later in the play, Creon will refuse to listen to the prophet Tiresias as well.  This king is not a good listener, because he knows he is right.  The result will be catastrophe for Creon—endless grief.  He would have been better off if he had listened to his son.

Our scene will show the debate between father and son.  

Compare Shakespeare’s treatment of this theme in Winter’s Tale.  There, the king accuses his wife of infidelity and is so sure he is right that he refuses to listen to any of her defenders and he goes so far as to declare that the oracle’s word is false (Act 3, Scene 2).  The god’s vengeance is immediate—the Queen dies and so does her son.  An older woman, Paulina, berates the king:





But, O thou tyrant!

Do not repent these things, for they are heavier

Than all thy woes can stir; therefore betake thee

To nothing but despair.  A thousand knees

Ten thousand years together, naked, fasting,

Upon a barren mountain, and still winter

In storm perpetual, could not move the gods

To look that way thou wert.
Shakespeare’s vision is Christian, however, and unlike that of Sophocles it has room for divine clemency.  Through no good work of his own, the tyrant will be reclaimed.

Measure for Measure

Lesson:  Tyrants put themselves above the law.  Freedom from tyranny depends on ensuring that no one is above the law—not a king, not a president, not a senator, not even the majority of the voters can put themselves above the law without endangering freedom.
Shakespeare wrote this play in 1604.  It is considered the last of his comedies, but it is also a problem play.  Its themes are dark, and its happy ending is unconvincing.  It comes very near to crossing the line out of comedy altogether into a new and far more disturbing dramatic form.

Like most of Shakespeare’s plays, this one has a complicated plot.  For our purposes, we will simplify the story.  A young puritan, Angelo, has been left in charge of Vienna, while the Duke has gone away on a kind of sabbatical. 

Meanwhile, a young man named Claudio has fallen in love with Juliet.  They have jumped the gun.  Juliet is pregnant.  The law in Vienna calls for the death penalty for men caught having sex outside marriage.  Angelo insists on the full force of the law.  (Shakespeare did not make this up; I am told that puritans in the new world flogged women to death, in some cases, for having sex outside marriage.)

Claudio has a beautiful sister, Isabella, who is engaged to become a nun.  She goes to Angelo to plead for her brother’s life—even though she condemns what he has done as immoral.

Our scene will show Isabella pleading with Angelo.  Angelo lusts after Isabella and promises to free her brother if she will sleep with him.  Isabella is aghast; she has pledged her life to celibacy as a nun.  Angelo is unmoved.  He has the power to get away with anything, or so he thinks.  Like many sexual predators, he thinks he is invulnerable, so long as he takes advantage of people like Isabella who have no defenses.

Don’t worry, though.  In this case there will be a happy ending.  Go see the Austin Shakespeare production to see how this works out.  Or read the play.

A Doll’s House

Lesson:  Fear makes a tyrant, in two ways.  Tyrants are terrified of being undone.  And so they frighten people around them in the hope of retaining control.  Tyrants can be kind and gentle, too, and still frighten those around them.
Henrik Ibsen, the Norwegian playwright, composed A Doll’s House in 1879.  It was an instant hit, although audiences found it disturbing at the time.  They still do.  The play shows a young couple in a marriage that is crippling to the woman and probably harmful to the man as well.  It ends with the woman walking out on her husband and her children as she goes off to get an education.  

The play has always been controversial.  Are we supposed to applaud when the wife leaves her children?  Should we condemn the husband as a tyrant?  He seems sweet enough in his limited way, but he has been constrained by the society in which he lives, and he has a tyrant’s effect on his wife. Ibsen denied that he was writing about women’s rights.  He said what he cared about was human rights.
We will watch only the very last scene.  Here are the essential plot elements that lead up to the door slam that ends the play.  

We meet Nora and Torvald on Christmas Eve and we see immediately what sort of relationship they have.  He pampers her, protects her, treats her like a pet or a doll.  His names for her are “my little lark,” “my little squirrel,” “my little featherbrain,” and “my little spendthrift.”  All “little.”  We might say now that he infantilizes his wife.

He has made a rule that she not eat candy or sweets.  In the opening scene, we see that she is scared of him.  She hides the macaroon cookies she is eating so he will not catch her breaking his rules.  She fears him, and we will see later that he has fears himself.

Nora loves Torvald so much that eight years ago she took a huge risk to save his life when he was sick.  To raise money, she forged a signature and obtained a loan by fraud.  Now, she is still scrimping and saving to pay installments on the loan, but she has never told her husband about this.  He thought she got the money from her father, who had died at about that time.  And since then he has written her off as a spendthrift, since money seems to flow through her fingers.

We find out that she has been working as a copyist—a human Xerox machine—to bring in money to pay her debt, and she has kept this work a secret from Torvald.    “It was fun, working like that and earning money,” she says.  “It made me feel almost like a man.”

The play opens on Christmas Eve, soon after Torvald has learned that he has been made president of the local bank.  Nora is delighted; now there will be plenty of money and she can pay off her debt more easily.  But the promotion sets off a chain of events that lead through blackmail to Torvald’s finding out about his wife’s fraud.  Even though she did it to save her life, he is frightened about what people will think of him, and he condemns what she has done.  He will not listen to her; he has written her off as featherbrained, and she cannot reach him.

This wakes up Nora to the truth about her marriage.  She sees that she has been kept down in fear and ignorance.  She has spotted, in her gentle husband, a tyrant in disguise, and she takes action.  We have known from the start that she was highly intelligent.  Now she decides to cultivate her mind—to become independent and get an education.  Torvald will never understand why she leaves.
�I put quotation marks around this to make it clearer that this is a translation of the name, but I'm not sure if that is correct, since you use the translation and actual name interchangeably throughout.





