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PREFACE 

The student who begins a study of John Dryden is 

confronted with several interesting critical attitudes 

toward his importance as a dramatist, a poet, and a critic. 

Seventeenth-century critics were often unfavorable in deal

ing with his dramas; however, this fact is true of many 

other major writers of literature and cannot be considered 

too seriously. In centuries following his lifetime there 

is evidence of a reawakened interest in his works and of a 

heightened evaluation of his importance as a writer. That 

he was the Poet of the Restoration and the Father of English 

Criticism is now undisputed. His achievements in the field 

of drama, however, are still contested and disputed by out

standing scholars of the twentieth century, and adverse 

criticism of his plays is more commonly met with than is 

favorable comment. But such present-day scholars as Moody 

E. Prior and Trusten Russel display in their treatment of 

his works a deep appreciation for his accomplishments in 

tragic drama. 

Editions of Dryden's plays are, at the present time, 

scarce and somewhat rare. The edition I used is that of 

Montague Summers, published in 1931 in a limited number. 

Even though it is the latest collection of Dryden's works, 
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it does admit of some inaccuracies in the various texts and 

is inadequate with respect to scholarly editing. In prep

aration at this time in the William Andrews Clark Library 

in Los Angeles, however, is a new edition of Dryden's com

plete works. One of my chief endeavors of rather special 

interest in doing research for this thesis has been, there

fore, my search for separate copies of Dryden's plays. I 

was aided in this quest by the courteous help of Mr. Jerome 

Maher, of Orange County, New York, who was able to find for 

me two of the old quartos published during Dryden's life

time. 

I wish to express my extreme gratitude to Dr. Autrey 

Nell Wiley for her assistance and inspiration afforded me 

in this study and in the years that I have been under her 

guidance. Through her help I have brought this thesis to 

its present form. 

I acknowledge with appreciation the instruction and 

help in my graduate course of study that I have received 

from Dr. Constance Beach. My gratitude goes also to Miss 

Tila Mae Armstrong, whose encouragement and help in the 

past years have been invaluable to me. And to the entire 

English department of the Texas State College for Women I 

express my appreciation for their efforts on my behalf. 

16 July . 1952 

Kathryn L. Smith 
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CHAPTER I -- INTRODUCTION 

THE LITERARY BACKGROUND OF FATALISM 

The more one studies the purpose of the heroic form 

as a means of literary and philosophic expression, the more 

one discredits the various claims of artificiality made 

against heroic tragedy. It was not merely a bow to public 

taste that made Dryden and his contemporaries adopt the 

elevated tragic form, but a need for a medium of art which 

could best embrace the various functions of the dramatist 

as a poet, a philosopher, and a moral instructor. 

I. The Epic Tradition 

The rising awareness of aestheticism and the dedi

cation of writers to epic literature also strengthened the 

validity of the heroic style; for "Dryden, by his own asser

tion, wrote, 'heroic' tragedy, which he defined as an epic 

poem in little. Essentially, his heroic tragedy is heroic 

romance material raised to epic dignity by grandeur of 
1 

style." His concern with literature, as is shown in his 

nEssay of Dramatic Poesy," was for the most part a concern 

with matters of form--a classical attitude that sprang, not 

---------------------------------------------------------------1Trusten Russel, Voltaire, Dryden, ~ Heroic 
Tragedx (New York: Columbia University Press, 1947), p. 9. 
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only from his direct knowledge of the Greek restrictions on 

drama, but also from the influence of French critics of the 

seventeenth century, principally Corneille and Voltaire. 

"Dryden's work is an epitome of the great critical battle 

between classicism and romanticism, between strict aesthetic 

rule and the freedom, perhaps caprice of genius, which each 

nation of Europe has at some time fought, and which England 

fought at the Restoration."
2 

As a pioneer in some respects in the field of 

English literary criticism, Dryden felt it imperative to 

defend the principal aims of his literary doctrine. In 

this position he differs from the French critics of his age 

who, with generations of criticism behind them, felt com

pelled by no such necessity. Dryden was able to attain his 

immediate goals, therefore, while Voltaire, although he was 

aware of what was needed in drama, was confused as to the 

best form to adopt. "It also became evident that Voltaire 

thought of English tragedy and particularly of Dryden as 

possessing the epic qualities which he felt were lacking in 

the current French theatre.") It was generally conceded 

that the heroic tragedy served the purpose of presenting 

an epic poem in dramatic form, but the combination of the 

2Margaret Sherwood, Dryden 's Dramatic Theory and 
Practice (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1914), pp. 14-
15. 

3 
Russell, 2£• £!!., p. vii. 



two brought up certain questions of form and content which 

were held in wide disagreement by various followers of the 

pattern. Through his own ideas on the drama Dryden seems 

to have written more in conformity to the principles of 

epic drama than Voltaire and his school, who were vastly 

more concerned with conforming to the established standard 

of classical drama. Because of this ability, the English 

dramatists elicited the envy of the French and caused 

Malezieu's celebrated remark that "les Francais n'ont pas 
~ 

la t~te 'pique."4 In fact, according to W. P. Ker, 5 the 

3 

heroic poem was of less serious interest in Europe than it 

was in England: "It was studied and discussed as fully and 

with as much thought as any of the problems by which the 

face of the world was changed in those centuries. There 

might be differences of opinion about the essence of the 

Heroic Poem or the Tragedy, but there was no doubt about 

their value. Truth about them was ascertainable, and truth 

about them was necessary to the intellect of man, for they 

were the noblest things belonging to him." A comparison of 

French and English drama of this period shows clearly what 

French critics were painfully aware of, that English writers 

possessed an affinity for good epic expression that French 

4rbid., p. 2. 

5Albert C. Baugh et al., A Literary History of 
Appleton-Century-Crofts, Inc., 1948), England (New York: 

pp. 713-714. 
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writers, with their attention to correct style, were unable 

to equal. "Their conclusion was that a kind of tragedy 

surpassing that of both ancients and moderns would be 

created if English vigor could be combined with French taste 

and correctness. This formula came to be accepted, at least, 

by many leading critics of the day, including Voltaire."6 

This "superior capacity of the English for heroic 

poetry"? was founded on the aggressive vitality of their 

subject matter and feeling--a reflection, it was felt, of 

the English people and the attitudes of them as a nation. 

Milton had great epic genius, and English dramatists were 

capable of writing with sustained seriousness and feeling 

on a variety of great, stirring subjects. Dryden, with his 

classic attention to detail and his ability to conceive 

subjects with epic proportions, became, perhaps, the epitome 

of English robustness and French style. Because of this 

achievement, critics on both sides of the Channel were 

quick to acknowledge him as the Poet of the Restoration. 

II. The Didactic Tradition 

Besides subject and style there were certain other 

requirements which the drama demanded of its creator. One 

of the most important of these was that the dramatist become, 

6Russell, 22• cit., p. 2. 

7Ibid. 
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through his art form, a moral instructor for the public and 

especially the nobility. Presenting a moral lesson for the 

imitation of the nobility was certainly not a new idea; all 

outstanding dramatists since the Greek tragedians had recog

nized the importance of a certain amount of didacticism in 

drama. Dramatists had incorporated in their plays examples 

of moral courage, judicious governing, and exemplary reli

gious behavior from Sophocles to Shakespeare, and the 

writers of the seventeenth century did not question the 

purpose of the tragedy in this respect. If there was a 

marked inclination to emphasize the evils of religious 

tyranny and fanaticism and to admire the advantages of a 

benevolent despotism in seventeenth century tragedy, both 

French and English, it was an intentional one; for writers 

were particularly cognizant of the internal broils which 

were threatening both countries from a religious standpoint. 

England was fighting the battle of Protestantism versus 

Catholicism, both in the internal and foreign affairs of 

state, and there was an alienation of feeling between sev

eral facti ons of the government which boded misfortune for 

the nation. 

Dryden adhered to the belief that a dramatist should 

serve as a moral instructor and advisor to the court and 

found that the form of the heroic tragedy was admirably 
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suited to this purpose. The remoteness of setting and sub

ject matter that was customary for this elevated tragic 

form gave it objectivity and the psychical distance needed 

to enable the public to derive the moral content without 

becoming too enmeshed or emotionally involve~ in the action 

of the plot. The so-called "artificiality" of the heroic 

tragedy might well be regarded as an intentionally created 

element for this purpose alone were it not known that the 

epic pattern on which such tragedies were conceived also 

demanded a highly elevated approach. Dryden's characteri

zations in his plays represent small moral tracts directed 

at those persons in any order of society or government who, 

through their positions, have the power to influence the 

lives of others. 

Shakespeare, in a sense, was concerned with present

ing this same situation in his plays also; but with him it 

was the working out of the individual personality for its 

own sake that counted, while with Dryden the importance was 

placed on the interaction of personalities as they work 

toward one specific effect. The struggle of Hamlet, for 

example, has only personal connotations, promising results 

which, in proportion to the distinction of importance placed 

upon his character and actions and that placed upon the wel

fare of the state, can be very important only where he alone 
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is concerned. Aureng-Zebe, on the other hand, must resolve 

his conflicting motives, not only for the manner in which 

they will affect his character, but also for the possible 

influence they will have upon his country. It might be in

ferred that the latter hero is faced with the greater re

sponsibility but that the plot affords him an easier means 

of solving his difficulties. 

"The theory of epic didacticism was derived ultim

ately from Plato, and the attempts of early critics to jus-

·r h d f i 1 .1~ n
8 h t1 y poetry on t e groun s o soc a ut1 1ty. T is was 

so even though the idea of combining the tragedy and the 

epic originated from the Poetics of Aristotle, who refuted 

Plato "on the basis that art is moral, but that morality is 

not its purpose."9 However, didacticism in tragedy domin

ated European critical thought and undoubtedly influenced 

Dryden, who, with the sceptic's freedom to choose and try 

new ideas, obviously found a small departure into didactic 

thought in accordance with some of his dramatic needs. A 

study of his heroic tragedies reveals instances of adherence 

to this philosophy but no wholehearted dedication to it. 

It is merely interesting to observe that the form of the 

heroic tragedy is suited to didactic expression and that it 

lends itself to didacticism more easily than do other forms 

of drama. 

8Ibid., p. 10. 

9Ibid. 
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III. The Philosophic Tradition 

The third important function of the writer as a 

poet and a dramatist is that of a philosopher, and for the 

purpose of philosophy also we find the heroic tragedy an 

apt medium of expression. The elevated tone of its speech 

is such that philosophic discussion is not only permissible 

but in keeping with the emotional fiber. 

Closely joined together in the seventeenth century 

were two thought movements which refuted each other and yet 

served in their duality as the key to the thinking of that 

period. One was dogmatic adherence to established methods 

of writing as laid down by the ancient masters, and the 

other was freedom of choice native to the principles of 

scepticism. The form of the drama, in its disregard of the 

unities of time, place, and action, was the result of the 

latter; but its content was largely in compliance with the 

rules of what had gone before. Thus we have a new dramatic 

form which combined elements of classicism with those in 

vogue during the neo-classical period and a representative 

spokesman of neo-classicism, Dryden, who is quite often 

called the father of English criticism. But in describing 

him it is well to use his own words with which he described 

Shakespeare, "He is the very Janus of critics; he wears al

most everywhere two faces; and you have scarce begun to ad

mire the one, ere you despise the other.nlO 

10Ricbard Foster Jones, "Science and Criticism in the 
Neo-Classical Age of English Literature," The Seventeenth 
Century (Stanford, California: Stanford University Press, 
19§1), p. 44. 
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Voltaire expressed admiration of Dryden as a philos

opher, but it is an extremely difficult task to analyze, with 

any accuracy, the manifestations of Dryden's philosophy in 

either his plays or his dramatic criticism. It would almost 

appear that Dryden deliberately veiled from the public his 

personal reactions and acceptances of the current thought 

of his day. A study of his life reveals little. 

As a critic and dramatist he was swayed between the 

French school of writing, for which he held a great admira

tion, and various undefined types of English writing. His 

essays on criticism make evident the fact that he often 

sacrificed what he felt to be correct for the sake of com

plying with the times and with public taste. Too often 

there is a pathetic note in his writing as the critic, who 

knows wnat is right, gives way to the writer, who knows 

what he must produce. In the shadow of French criticism he 

is as dogmatic and unyielding as any of his contemporaries. 

Writing as an Englishman, as he does in his "Essay on 

Dramatic Poesy," he is the personification of the sceptic 

attitude and of the new spirit of change. 

The scientific scepticism of the Royal Society, of 

which Dryden became a member, and of his associates in London 

was certain to have exerted a greater influence upon him 

than whatever foreign ideas he had gathered. The nature of 
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his dogmatism would have been a result of his intimate knowl

edge of the classical masters rather than of his association 

with French dramatic ideas; for with the latter there is 

not too much evidence of a wide knowledge on his part or of 

any profound admiration at all. Dryden's education in the 

classics was a wide one, and whatever borrowings from them 

are found in his plays are usually direct ones which he, 

himself, felt the need of. 

One of the chief examples of the influence of class

ical drama is the tragedy of fate motif, which is predominant 

in the majority of his tragedies. Where, as with the ancients, 

tragedy was a struggle with dimly understood fate, so with 

Dryden and the heroic play one finds, if not that definition, 

at least the characteristics of this same emphasis on fatal

istic acceptance. Despite this use of fate, however, and 

the use of various other tragic elements which recall the 

ancients, Dryden was not aiming at conscious and deliberate 

classical reproduction. Rather he was very much concerned 

with breaking away from the influence of the past and with 

establishing a worthy medium of modern expression that 

would accept and be in accordance with the new ideas and 

spirit of his age. "In fact," says Professor Jones,ll "in 

one essay he makes this progress the sole aim of his 

11 QE. cit., p. 48. 
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criticism, and to achieve it he is quite willing to remove 

the bar of ancient authority and supposed perfection." The 

passage referred to, 

I hope I shall not be thought arrogant when I en
quire into their errors (the errors of the ancients). For 
we live in an age so sceptical, that as it determines little, 
so it takes nothing from antiquity on trust; and I profess 
to have no other ambition in this Essay, than that poetry 
may not go backward, when all other arts and sciences are 
advancing,l2 

is the expression of the sceptic, the critic, and the artist. 

This idea of progressiveness permeates his writing as well 

as his critical thought and accounts for inconsistencies in 

form and technique which have otherwise drawn forth criti

cism from those who fail to understand the forces at work 

in Dryden as a dramatist and as a progressive thinker. 

Certainly Dryden can not be classed among the great 

thinkers of literature, but the charges of moral and intellec

tual degeneracy which have been made against him by contem

poraries and later-day critics are lacking in logic. He 

did possess a loose group of ideas and opinions, unorganized 

and without definite format, to which he felt himself 

affined; however, the quality of his mind or his thought 

was not affected by confusion of belief. "There is, indeed," 

says Professor Louis Brevold, 13 "something anomalous in a 

12"An Essay on the Dramatic Poetry of the 
The Dramatic Works, ed. Montague Summers (London: 
Nonesuch Press, 1932), III, 165. 

13The Intellectual Milieu of John Dryden 
University of Michigan Press, 1934~ p. 4. 

Last Age," 
The 

(Ann Arbor: 



criticism which concerns itself with natural thinking and 

forcible expression without deigning to note what is 

12 

thought and expressed." Such has been the nature of the 

injustice worked against Dryden. It has been customary to 

laud the form of his drama, the forcible kind of expression, 

and the admirable manner in which his thought is expressed 

without ever inquiring into the nature of the thought or 

the ideas which engendered them. Dryden himself may be 

partly responsible for this state of affairs; for it was 

his belief that anything a man said or wrote about himself 

personally was out of order and unfitting. Therefore, his 

work must speak for itself. 

To say that any man is completely unaffected by the 

thoughts of his age is rather absurd. In an indirect way 

Dryden expressed the doctrines and philosophy of his age, 

identified himself with them, and incorporated them in his 

writing. wnereas French literary criticism did not have a 

marked affect upon him, the philosophy of Charron, La Mothe, 

Le Vayer, Pascal, and Huet in the seventeenth century and 

Montaigne in the sixteenth century did exert a great in

fluence upon his thought. The scepticism of these French 

philosophers, who did not believe in anything because they 

knew not what to believe, made a definite imprint upon his 

mind and caused him to admit frankly that he was himself a 

sceptic. 



13 

The role of the sceptic is not necessarily one of 

negation. Rather, sceptic thought is a positive approach 

to learning and science and is, perhaps, more progres•ive 

in its method than other techniques which carry the name 

of active search for truth. There is a tendency to identify 

scepticism with a passive denial of life, while actually it 

is more concerned with denial and doubt only as a means to 

attaining absolute principles that cannot be doubted. In 

the hands of the philosophers of the seventeenth century it 

became, more than ever, an aggressive way of reasoning and 

suggested the development of new ideas in an age that in

sisted on formulating a modern approach to reasoning; the 

philosophy of the ancients was no longer adequate to cope 

with the problems brought about by the advent of the new 

science. As is suggested by Professor Jones in his "Science 

and Criticism," the term "science" is used here to represent 

the new trend in ideas rather than in matters of technology. 

Dryden understood his role to be that of a poet--

one who remained constant to literary production in the 

manner that he considered best. Through his writing his 

position as a man of thought was not the element to be 

stressed; and because he subordinated the latter in favor 

of the form of expression, his critics were quick to assume 

that he had nothing to offer in the realm of philosophic 

interpretation. Working on what is evident, it is easier 
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to criticize exterior evidence than it is to delve beneath 

the surface and analyze the workings of a reflective mind. 

The heroic tragedies, in some respects, are trivial evidence 

of great thought. 

IV. The Conception of Fate 

An element borrowed from classical drama and quite 

in keeping with the ranting emotionalism of the heroic 

tragedy is the heavy use of the fatalistic creed in the 

reasoning of the various characters in the drama. The re

currence of images dealing with destiny and fate cannot 

be construed as true philosophic manifestations of Dryden's 

thought, but rather as dramatic elements which he felt con

stituted good tragedy. Certainly the acceptance of an 

irrevocable fate can in no way be associated with the scep

tic's attitude toward life; for the sceptic does not accept 

anything on faith or with blind devotion. His is not a 

resigned spirit but an inquiring one. The study of fate, 

therefore, must be approached from the literary or critical 

viewpoint rather than the philosophic. That in Dryden, at 

least, the critical and philosophic natures of his writing 

cannot be reconciled is a matter which has already been 

discussed--a matter concerned with various influences 

exerted independently upon his dual nature as an artist and 

a man. 
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The development of fate as an integral part of life 

and religion is an interesting one. It begins before the 

dawn of recorded history, having origin in the mind of 

primitive man, to whom life was terrifying and mysterious 

because there was so much contained in the world about him 

which was beyond his ken. Because he apparently had no 

control over his natural environment, his only means of 

refuge from the evil of unknown powers lay in strict observ

ance of tribal regulations and taboos; a deviation from 

tradition was not only dangerous to the individual but also 

punishable by the group. However, as explained by Professor 

Radoslav A. Tsanofr, 14 "allied to the negative injunctions 

of taboo" were the positive beliefs in ttmana," a term of 

Polynesian origin signifying that weird potency by means of 

which a person can gain mastery in his life and bend the 

strange and extraordinary powers of nature to serve his 

will. "Mana" became, according to many scholars, t'the germ 
15 or protoplasm of the idea of the supernatural," represent-

ing not only extraordinary command over supernatural elements 

but also superior wisdom and intelligence. Thus the primi

tive witch doctor and magician, who were believed to possess 

"mana," came into being and were revered by the less fortu-

nate members of the tribe, who believed them to be in league 

14 
The Wars of Genius 

Publishers:-1949 , ~ 40. 
(New York: Harper and Brothers 

15 . 
Ib1.d., p. 41. 
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with the will of the gods who controlled the affairs of men. 

The magician, in having god-like powers, was a medium 

through which passed the prayers and injunctions of mortals; 

he was their bulwark against evil, their means of attaining 

natural happenings beneficial to their interests. "If the 

primitive magician thus entertained in his own way the 

scientific view of nature as a causal system of determined 

events, he was decidedly astray in his notions of the de

termining causes; and this delusion eventually doomed him 

and his spells.n16 Man came to realize that in reality he 

had no control over the supernatural, and the lack, or loss, 

of faith in human powers led to the birth of religion. In 

another sense it was the birth of the fatalistic concept. 

Many primitive societies held to the delusion that they 

could, by certain sacrifices and spells, consort with the 

will and purpose of the gods in such a way as to have some 

indirect influence on their action; but, instead of in

veighing the human inability to control divine decree, they 

created a second power which was responsible for the re

verses they suffered. This power was necessarily one which 

was not subject to man's will and which was also unaccount

able to the gods. Thus we reach the concept of a second 

realm of the supernatural, a concept peculiar to Greek phil

osophy and to those regions which were affected by Greek 

16 
Ibid., p. 43. 
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thought. This idea eventually led to the passive acceptance 

of life that forms an inherent element of oriental religion; 

for if this power of fate was in no way affected by the 

efforts of man, or of the gods who might be expected to 

work for the benefit of man, then the only proper means of 

coping with it was to offer a passive resistance and to 

accept philosophically whatever it might cast into human 

life. 

The personified forces in which this fatalistic 

spirit came to be identified are various and curious. By 

its nature the characterization is usually an evil one who 

portrays man's attitude toward an arbitrary force which he 

could not control. From Greek mythology we get two person

ifications of fate. One of these is the three Fates who 

arbitrarily controlled the birth, life, and death of every 

man: Clotho, who held the distaff, Lachesis, who spun the 

thread of life, and Atropos, who cut it off when life was 

ended. These Fates ruled supreme above the universe, con

trolling not only the fortunes of mortal men but also those 

of the Olympian gods: 

And turn the adamantine spindle round, 17 On which the fate of gods and men is wound. 

From the idea of a planned existence outside the realm of 

l7John Milton, "Arcades," 11 . 66-67, The Complete 
Poetical Works, Cambridge Edition (Boston: Houghton 
Mifflin Company, 1899), p. 89. 
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free will come such modern schools of thought as predestin

ation and, to a milder extent, determinism. However far 

from the idea of the three sisters these two philosophies 

may have come, they are, nevertheless, direct descendants 

of it. 

To represent the relentless, unrelaxing quality of 

fate, the Greeks created the Furies, a band of evil, entire

ly horrible women who were ever at the heel s of the indi

vidual in an unceasing attempt to inflict upon him his par

ticular destiny as it had been ordained. One might expect 

to have them for his tormentor even in the underworld; an 

interesting example of the latter belief is to be found in 

Dante's Divine Comedy, in which Hades is arranged to con

tain a forest where the Furies provide a unique punishment 

for their victims. Sometimes the Furies worked in conjunc

tion with the three Fates, and at other times they were the 

instigators of action conceived and executed quite independ

ently. Greek drama abounds with references to the Furies 

as a pursuing form of human destiny. 

From the Romans comes another form of personified 

destiny, the goddess Fortuna, the blind goddess who arbi

trarily threw misfortune and reverses into men's lives with

out contemplating any definite purpose or objective. The 

important feature of fortune, then, is that it is capricious; 
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and while it was not thought of as willfully evil, as were 

the three Fates or the Furies, Fortuna was the personifica

tion of fickleness, and her blows were dreaded because they 

could not be predicted or anticipated. She is not methodi

cal or reflective in her dealings in men's affairs, and her 

ever-turning wheel is the means by which men were carried 

to fame or dashed to ruin in a moment. The humorous allu-

sions to Lady Luck and her unpredictable nature in modern 

times have the characteristics of references to Fortuna in 

Roman drama. 

Although Shakespeare preserved the idea of Nemesis 

to a certain extent, and although many of his great trag

edies suggest a predestined course of action for their 

themes, it is the figure of fortune that actually asserts 

itself more frequently than does the figure of the malicious 

fate. Shakespeare makes considerable use of the fortune 

image, especially in his historical plays in which he deals 

with a king or some person of lofty position. "A total 

reverse of fortune coming unawares upon a man who 'stood in 

high degree,' happy and apparently secure,nl8 was the theme 

which originated in medieval literature and found renewed 

expression in Shakespeare's tragedies. It was popularly 

believed that because kings were the sport of fortune, the 

18 A. C. Bradley, Shakespearian Tragedy (London: 
Macmillan Co., 1904), p. 13. 
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four positions on the Wheel were comparable to the four 

stages of a ruler's life and career: rising, ruling, fall

ing, and being cast off. In the historical plays especially 

Shakespeare shows the "conception of a relentless alterna

tion of rise and fall--getting on the Wheel is voluntary-

those who aspire to greatness expose themselves to the wills 

of Fortune."l9 Richard ll has a planned use of the fortune 

theme, including direct references to fortune, and "meta-

phors of rising and falling to describe the changing luck 

of the chief protagonists."20 Richard is acutely aware of 

the force that governs his changing fortune; his speech 

about the antic Death, which hovers about a king, grinning 

at his vanities and hopes and in the end sweeping with 

malicious delight to shatter his castle wall, is one of the 

most effective passages in the play. Shakespeare, in using 

the theme of fortune, was not compelled to denounce the 

power of man's free will as he used it in working out the 

features of his life and character. Fate, of course, does 

rule out the element of free will and leaves no room for 

dramatic action which is the product of choice and develop-

ment. 

19Raymond Chapman, "The Wheel of Fortune in Shake_ 
speare's Historical Plays," The Review of English Studies , 
January, 1950, p. 3. 

20Ibid. 
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The direct and immediate struggle with the stern 

environment of destiny was the "woof and warp of Greek 

tragic drama.n21 The notion of an external fate remained 

the essence of the Greek creed, but there had to be the in

destructible feature of a man's will. Fatalism in its pur

est form kills all dramatic significance of character. For 

tragedy it is an undramatic theory because it leaves no 

room for personal action. Aeschylus, the inventor of Greek 

tragedy, recognized the importance of an alteration in the 

fatalistic belief and reformed mythology to turn the work

ings of fate into the expression of a retributive justice. 

The theory of man's destiny as he expressed it, became the 

fatalistic doctrine employed in the later tragedies of the 

English dramatists. 

These old-world problems of fate and free will, of 

fore-knowledge and responsibility, presented themselves to 

the English writers with a special appeal. In fact, without 

a background of classical knowledge, their ideals and methods 

cannot be understood. The early Elizabethan dramatists 

preserved a great deal of the ranting emotionalism of the 

early Greek dramas. Although it was no longer popular for 

fate, in the personified form of the Furies, to go gallop

ing half way across a continent to torment one who was 

guilty of matricide, these early sixteenth-century dramatists 

21 
W. L. Courtney, The Ide! of Tragedy in Ancient and 

Modern Drama (Westminster, 2 Whitehall Gardens: Archibald 
Constable and Co., 1900), p. 43. 
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favored an external fate in their tragedies. Because their 

style was largely imitative, there is little of note in 

this period until the arrival of Christopher Marlowe. 

Marlowe's plays are bombastic and highly emotional, but 

each ends in the character's acceptance of his fate--in a 

submissive resignation to the destructive elements of his 

own nature. Marlowe showed the individual's destiny as 

shaped by the intricacies of his own character, rebelling 

against many materialistic forces in his attempt to conquer 

his fate, but sooner or later realizing that there was no 

escape from the fate that was himself. Shakespeare gave a 

more poignant interpretation of the fate of the individual 

soul. He treated fate as an irresistible force that compels 

the individual to conform to the demands of the social organ

ism to which he belongs and portrayed man as a plaything in 

the hands of fate, struggling with certain innate tendencies 

of his own character as well as with the mysterious forces 

of nature. From Shakespeare we can expect a great justifi

cation of the ways of Providence to men. He was not pessi

mistic, because he believed in the triumph of virtue. 

Virtue and passion gave the characters control of their 

destinies because by deliberate choice they calmly decided 

and executed their own fate. Fate was an inner force that 

could not be controlled but could be extinguished. 
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The seventeenth century brought a renewed interest 

in classicism and a host of new dramatic theories. The 

Restoration dramatists adopted the old Greek fatalism and 

mixed it with their own ideas of what constituted good trag

edy. A materialistic use of fate was out of the question 

on the English stage because discourse between gods and men 

was too unrealistic for even a Restoration audience. The 

French dramatists of that period condemned the old use of 

fate in the Greek tragedies because of its hold of terror 

and superstition over the people. It was nothing more than 

an emotional appeal through fear. Modern drama sought to 

eliminate this terror that fatalism inspired by adding the 

love element, which mingled with fate would more or less 

counteract its dark ideas. Besides the fear and pity that 

the ancients sought, the moderns wanted admiration, love, 

sympathy, and tenderness. Elizabethan characters had tried 

to deny fate by willful acts of violence against it such as 

suicide in contradiction to the will to live; but the seven

teenth century dramatists favored the eastern belief of 

alleviating the power of fate by being passive in one's 

acceptance of it. 

Dryden was concerned with writing plays that presented 

the true element of tragedy, and his admiration for the 

achievements of the Greeks in matters of tragedy explains 
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the strong element of fatalism in his plays. He applied 

the standards of the Greek tragedies to his own as a measur

ing device. In his criticism of dramatic poetry and tragic 

drama, he decided upon the merits of the various elements 

by comparing them to the inventions used by the classical 

writers to obtain the tragic element. His interpretation 

of fate was not so mild as that of his contemporaries, but 

he was more typically neo-classic than most writers of his 

age. The nature of true tragedy for him was so closely re

lated to its fatalistic content that the two were almost 

synonymous terms . If the old concept of true tragedy as 

the defeat and downfall of a noble mind--the disintegration 

and decay of will and purpose--can be accepted, then what 

greater interpretation of this can be made than that of the 

fatalistic powers which play havoc with the designs of men? 

Even in Shakespeare this concept of tragedy is carried out, 

and only the means of execution differ from the tragedy of 

fate and its compelling force of destiny. 

There cannot, however, be only pure fate and pure 

passive acceptance of it. There must be conflict and triumph 

or defeat f or tragedy to have any meaning. The Greek drama

tists recognized this importance of conflict in tragedy; so 

they built their dramas about the clash of two powers-

necessity without, freedom within; outside, the great, rigid, 
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uncompromising law of fate; inside, the undefeated individual 

will, winning a spiritual triumph even when its material en

vironment had crumbled. Thus we find in Dryden, as well as 

in the classical dramatists, characters who view with apathy 

the workings of fate in the normal course of life but who 

storm with bitterness and despair against the unseen force 

when it is in direct contradiction to their planned motives. 

If, as in Shakespeare, character is fate, the dramatic per

sons portray an inner struggle, with some warring element 

of their character as the ultimate winner; in Dryden, however, 

the struggle i s on the outside, with man pitted against the 

greater force of his worldly destiny. In either case, the 

conflict constitutes the plot and the rising action, and the 

absolvement of the conflict is the dramatic climax. Without 

these t here could be no drama, much less a tragedy. 

From a study of the ways in which Dryden allows his 

character s to voice var ious philosophies connected with 

fatalism and the ways in which such an idea is woven into 

t he fiber of the action, both emo tional and dr amat i c , cer

tain interesting recurrences of the f ate image present 

themselves t o the reader and contribute to an understanding 

of Dryden's tragedy as a whole. 



CHAPTER II 

CHARACTERISTICS OF FATALISM 

IN DRYDEN'S HEROIC TRAGEDIES 

The heroic form being primarily successful as a 

medium for the portrayal of great emotional conflict, it 

has been exploited to the full by dramatists who used trag

edy to summon up the images of the extremes of frustration, 

despair, and human warfare against environment. This was 

not a new idea for tragedy when Dryden wrote heroic tragedy, 

which may well be called drama of conflict. 

The Elizabethans utilized the elements of conflict 

with great success. The Restoration dramatists added some

thing new which had not before been thought to accord with 

the tragic spirit. They adopted the happy ending for 

heroic tragedies, and Dryden says in his preface to The 

Spanish Friar that "the Dagger and the Cup of Poison are 

alwaies in a readiness; but to bring the Action to the last 

extremity, and then by probable means to recover all, will 

require the Art and Judgment of a Writer; and cost him many 

a pang in the performance."1 This, of course, is hardly 

fair comment when directed at the dramatic extremities of 

fine tragedy, but Dryden knew also that "there was avail

able the last-minute entrance of the hero in time to avert 

1IQ! Dramatic Works, V, 122. 
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calamity, the sudden and inexplicable change of heart, the 

startling and unexpected coincidence to save all and bring 

about not only a happy ending but all those dozens of 

striking oppositions and reversals that are the chief fea-
2 

ture of heroic tragedy. When seeking a "probable means to 

recover all," Dryden employed fate in such various ways and 

significances as the following pages describe. 

I. The Various Uses of Fatalism 
in Dryden's Heroic Tragedies 

In plays that specialize in conflict accompanied by 

surprises and not one climax, but many climaxes, the fatal

istic element is typical. It represents the essence of un

predictability , of strange reversals, and of unprecedented 

change in the lives of men. As Dryden treats it, it is not 

merely a single and distinct force divorced from the con

text of the play; for it is variously personified and inter

preted. It is the product of no one religious belief but 

of many. It is fate, fortune, chance, destiny--all forms 

of a causal force used without any regard for the specific . 

nature of predeterminism that each term implies. A typical 

example f rom Tyrannick 1Q!! will serve to illustrate the 

use of these terms: 

MAX. You've shewn me Destiny's prepostrous crime; 
An unripe fate; disclos'd e're Nature's time. 

2 Moody E. Prior, The Language of Tragedy (New York: 
Columbia University Press:-!947), p. 10). 



PLACID. Asswage, great Prince, your passion, lest 
you show 

There's somewhat in your Soul which Fate can bow. 
POR. Fortune should by your greatness be cont5oul'd: 
Arm your great mind, and let her take no hold. 
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Destiny or fate and fortune, though different in 

their essential being, are used indescriminately, sometimes 

even synonymously in the same speech; there is little ad

herence to either in its pure form or to any definite char

acteristic of one or the other. However, while this is 

true as an over-all statement regarding usage in the plays, 

certain images of both fate and fortune recur throughout 

and give some distinctness, at least, to the application 

of each of the two forces to the plot of the plays. It is 

rather in religious belief that the alternating usage of 

the two terms would appear inconsistent; for neither the 

image of personified fate nor that of personified fortune 

would correctly appear in the same creed. A study of the 

ancients would bear out the fact that one finds in Greek 

drama only pure fate and in Roman drama fortune, although 

in the Roman the Greek influence was sufficient to render 

this use of fortune inconsistent at times. It is apparent 

that in Dryden the two forces, fate and fortune, are em

ployed purely for the sake of artistry and in imitation of 

3I, i, Vol. II, p. 341. All quotations from 
Dryden's plays come from the text printed in Dryden, The 
Dramatic Works, ed. Montague Summers (London: Nones~ 
Press, 1931), 4 vols. Since the lines in these plays are 
unnumbered, page numbers must be given after the conven
tional references to acts and scenes. 
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the ancient dramatists rather than because of belief in 

either as a real motivating force in life. Whether a part 

of character and creed or not, fatalism works on the 

thought and action of the characters and thereby influences 

the plot. Certain ideas finding repeated expression in all 

the plays are attendant upon fate and fortune. 

II. Attitudes toward Fate 

Contemplation of fate arouses a sense of conflict; 

Man, endowed with a free will, struggles vainly against a 

force he can neither control nor understand. 

0 Heaven, how dark a Riddle's thy Decree, 
Which bounds our Wllls, yet seems to leave 'em free! 
Since thy fore-knowledge cannot be in vain, 
Our choice must be what thou did'st first ordain; 
Thus, like a Captive in an Isle confin'd, 
Man walks at large, a Pris'ner of the Mind: 
Wills all his Crimes, while Heav'n th' Indictment draws; 
And, pleading guilty, justifies the laws.---
Let Fate be Fate; the Lover and the Brave 
Are rank'd, at least, above the vulgar Slave.4 

This speech of Almanzor's on the life of man has in it the 

despair of one who quits, for a moment, the struggle of 

daily life to realize how puny and insignificant his efforts 

really are. An interesting parallel is Aureng-Zebe's summing 

up of life: 

When I consider Life, 'tis all a cheat; 
Yet, fool'd with hope, men favour the deceit; 
Trust on, and think tomorrow will repay: 
Tomorrow's falser than the former day; 
Lies worse; and while it says, We shall be blest 
With some new joys, cuts off what we possest. 

4The Conquest of Granada (Part II), IV, iii, Vol. 
III, p. 141. 



Strange couzenage! none would live past years again, 
Yet all hope pleasure in what yet remain; 
And, from the dregs of Life, think to receive, 
What the first sprightly running could not give, 
I'm tir'd with waiting for this Chymic Gold. 5 Which fools us young, and beggars us when old. 
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There are parts of these soliloquies which are reminiscent 

of Shakespeare and which certainly contain the character of 

fine drama. 

The defeat of a hero's will is far superior, in a 

tragic way, to the destruction of his physical being. In 

moments of personal despair, fate elicits, not a ranting 

emotionalism from the characters but a sensitive insight 

into the soul of a human being whose life is weighted with 

his own inadequacies. 

Since fate is more typically a force of conflict 

than is fortune, it is not surprising that the images deal

ing with fatalism are more uniform. Attitudes toward for

tune vary from time to time, but the references to fate 

never change from the basic assumption that fate is evil; 

for in this idea there is unquestioned agreement. In the 

sense that it is always bad, fate becomes merely another 

name for death, defeat, destruction, and suffering: 

Fate aims so many blows to make us fall, 
That 'tis in vain, to think to ward 'em all: 
And where misfortunes great and many are, 6 
Life grows a burden; and not worth our care. 

5Aureng-~, Act IV, Vol. IV, p. 129. 

p. 96. 
6

Tbe Conquest 2f Granada (Part II), I, i, Vol. III, 
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From the same play comes another quotation of similar mean-

ing: 

That you are brought to this deplor'd estate, 
Is but th' ingenious Flattery of your Fate; 
Fate fears her Succor like an Alms to give: 7 And would, you, God-like from your self should live. 

The idea most often held is that fate is synonymous 

with death. Rarely is either mentioned in the plays with

out the implication that both are the same to the individual. 

Man is finally triumphed over by fate in a struggle for 

supremacy that always leaves man the loser. Death, then, 

is the one certainty that may be expected from fate in a 

life that contains nothing permanent. 

Fate is also the spirit of change, uncertainty, 

personal reverses, and triumphant evil, all of which merely 

serve as a prelude to the death of a person. These malicious 

characteristics of fate are most strongly expressed in ~ 

Conquest Q! Granada, a fact which is not surprising when we 

consider the plot. Almanzor keynotes the action; he first 

sides with the Abencerrages in a personal quarrel of theirs 

against the Zergrys because he believes in supporting the 

weaker side . He then fights with Boabdelin against the 

Spanish to show his gratitude to the king who is his host. 

On being slighted by Boabdelin he turns against him and 

helps Abdalla to become king. He further complicates the 

7rbid. (Part I), Act III, Vol. III, p. 53. 



32 

plot when he falls in love with Almahide, the mistress of 

the Moorish king, and is denied her by Abdalla because a 

rival has prior claim. As a result Almanzor dethrones the 

usurper whom he has just helped and goes back to Boabdelin. 

However, he turns against Boabdelin once more because he 

will not give up Almahide and decides to leave Spain for 

good. The Moors meet serious reverses, however, and the 

public demands that Almanzor be brought back to save them. 

Almahide is commanded to call him back because hers is the 

only request he will heed. Once back in Granada, Almanzor 

meets the same situation; Boabdelin refuses to surrender 

Almahide, whom he has lately married. As a last resource 

Almanzar joins forces with the Spaniards, finds the Duke of 

Arcos to be his father, and receives the benediction of 

Ferdinand and Isabella. He also wins Almahide. 

Besides the affairs of the hero, there are also the 

shi f ting fortunes of Abdalla and Abdelmelech and Lyndaraxa, 

the lady they both love. This triangle of love cannot well 

be resolved; so Abdalla and Lyndaraxa both meet their fate, 

which is death. 

One f inds in this play complicated images dealing 

with fate and a confusion of ideas concerning its personi

fication. It does contain, however, the mention of all the 

forms of fate which one encounters throughout the other 
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four plays; and it affords the most rewarding study of 

fatalism that is to be found in the heroic tragedies. One 

personified form of fate found in The Conquest of Granada 

is as appropriate to its action as it is to the other plots. 

This fatalistic personification is the Furies. 

The Furies are alluded to on many occasions and are 

fitting because all the individual actions of the plays 

suggest that they are motivated by a compelling force which 

is relentless in its driving power. Thus in despair that 

is typical of most of the characters before a play is ended 

Ozmyn says: 

Fortune, at last, has run me out of breath; 
I have no refuge, but the arms of death: 
To that dark Sanctuary I will goe; 
She cannot reach me when I lie so low.8 

Of course, the term »fortune" is not appropriate, but its 

usage here is characteristic of the abandon with which it 

is substituted in many instances for "fate." The image of 

pursuit undoubtedly refers to fate and the Furies. 

The Furies in Greek mythology were not quite the 

same as constant fate, but were rather a haunting or punish

ing force a s they are pictured in Oedipus. In some extreme 

cases they might even be interpreted as the personification 

of a guilty conscience, but the association of them with 

revenge is probably the most frequent image. 

8Ibid. (Part II), III, ii, Vol. III, p. 124. 



Avenging Furies will your Life pursue: 
Think there's a Heav'n Morat, though not for you.9 

Cortez uses a figure of speech containing the same idea: 

"Furies pursue these false Taxallans Flight.nlO 

The success of those who try to evade their pursuers is 

well summed up by Melesinda: 

Can Misery no place of safety know? 
The noise pursues me wheresoe'er I go, 
As Fate sought onely me, and where I flf~' 
Aim'd all its .Darts at my devoted head. · 
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Connected with the Furies and their relentless pur

suit of man is a sense of desperate urgency that could well 

characterize all the heroic tragedies. While fate does not 

necessarily provoke this general impression, it is certainly 

an appropriate symbol with which to represent the nature of 

the drama; for the suggestion of pursuit is so strong in 

the tragedies that even where fate is not concerned, man is 

still represented as fleeing through life in a desperate 

attempt to accomplish his duties before he is rendered 

helpless by adversities. 

Another interesting image is that of the three 

Fates, and references are occasionally made to death as a 

line being cut, as Atropos cut the thread of life. Thus 

Abdelmelech ponders the ebb in his good fortune, referring 

to destiny or fate: 

9Aureng-Zebe, Act III, Vol. IV, p. 126. 

lOThe Indian EmEerour, II, iii, Vol. I, p. 294. 

llAureng-~, Act V, Vol. IV, p. 148. 



Sure Destiny mistakes; this death's not mine; 
She dotes, and meant to cut another line.l2 

"Destiny" is often correctly used in place of "fate"; for 

the two imply preordained action. Perhaps the best image 

of the Fates and their work of spinning, measuring, and 

cutting the lives of men comes from Aureng-Zeb! when the 

hero returns from a victorious battle and boasts: 

Our Swords so wholly did the Fates employ, 
That they, at length, grew weary to destroy; 
Refus'd the work we brought; and, out of breath, 
Made Sorrow and Despair attend for Death.l3 

Although there are few other quotations in which 

35 

the Fates are mentioned, their personified form is suggested 

occasionally by the belief that the threads of various lives 

may become crossed to the disadvantage of the one whose 

life was naturally the most prosperous. Usually it is the 

fates of two lovers which are crossed. An unhappy fate is 

supposedly contagious; it spreads its influence and makes 

bad that which it touches. The idea of crossed lines of 

destiny finds particular emphasis in Aureng-Zebe and is illus

trated by certain character relationships. The three sons 

of the Emperor are in arms against him, but Aureng-Zebe, 

the fourth son, remains faithful to his father and defeats 

his brothers in his father's name. Instead of praise, how

ever, he receives a cool reception from the Emperor, who 

has fallen in love with Indamora, the captive queen who has 

12Ibid., p. 148. 

13Act V, Vol. IV, p. 144. 



36 

promised to Aureng-Zebe. Aureng-Zebe is banished from the 

court, and Morat, the rebellious son of Nourmahal, is in

vited to take the crown. Morat immediately turns against 

the Emperor, falls in love with Indamora, and forsakes 

Melesinda, his adoring wife. With the addition of Arimant, 

the Governor of Agra, there are now four men in the play 

who love Indamora, who repeats the idea that hers is an un

happy fate and that in loving her only misery can come to 

these suitors. 

Such sullen Planets at my Birth did shine, 
They threaten every Fortune mixt with mine. 
Fly the pursuit of my disastrous love, 
And from unhappy Neighbourhood remove. 14 

To Arimant she says: 

Yet once more stay; you shall believe me true, 
Though in one Fate I wrap my self and you.l5 

Aureng-Zebe suffers so many reverses in the course 

of the action that there is also doubt as to the good in

fluence of his fate. The Emperor in speaking to him says: 

I doubt the happy influence of your Star: 
T' invoke a Captives name bodes ill in War.16 

Aureng-Zebe's fate, however, proves happy in the end, and 

those who have thrown themselves on his side have cause to 

rejoice. The unhappy fate of Morat proves to be the most 

14Act I, Vol . IV, p. 98. 

l5Ibid., p. 99. 

16 Act II, Vol. IV, p. 111. 
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disastrous of the group, and with his downfall he brings 

Melesinda and Nourmahal to their doom. Nourmahal loses her 

power with the decline of her son's power, and Melesinda 

chooses to comply with custom and die on her husband's 

funeral pyre. The gloom attendant upon Indamora's destiny 

reduces to misery all those associated with her except 

Aureng-Zebe, who, as a prince and the hero of the play, 

might be expected to possess a destiny strong enough to 

overrule the bad influence of hers. 

The figure of astrological signs which affect the 

nature of one's life was evidently a popular belief during 

the seventeenth century. It is mentioned frequently in 

Dryden's plays, especially in connection with fatalism. 

The idea of certain planets ruling or influencing a person's 

life at birth (as in Indamora's speech) finds repeated ex

pression. It was not a part of fate as the Greeks or the 

Romans believed; so it is probably safe to assume that it 

was a reflection of the new advances that were being made 

in science during the time of the Restoration. The science 

of as tronomy in its infancy was so closely mixed and identi

fied with astrology that the two were hardly separable. 

Dryden combines the ideas of ruling planets and the thread 

of life again in ~ Conquest of Granada: 



Sure, at our Births, 
Death with our meeting Planets danc'd above; 
Or we were wounded by a Mourning Love,? 

However, the two causes of predestination are not often 

linked, and the thread of life is mentioned in many in

stances where there is no reference to stars and planets. 

In accordance with Greek belief the Fates themselves were 

usually responsible for the entanglement of separate lines 

of destiny, and the explanation for crossed fates is rarely 

sought by those who believe in the possibility: 
18 

"My clue of Life is twin'd with Ozmyn's Thred." 

Besides images which explain the origin of fatal

istic force in the Fates and the Furies, there is a third 

source of fate which is of considerable importance in the 

plays--the Book of Fate, wherein all things are written and 

decreed. This book of the supernatural powers would repre

sent a man's destiny, the decided course which binds him 

to the dictates of a heavenly plan that has no relation to 

his will. To receive a glimpse into the written rules of 

fate was the most powerful of the desires of early man; and 

as a means of obtaining this rare privilege the Greek 

Oracles wer e founded, kings courted the favor of wise men 

and magicians, and witchcraft, scorcery, and magic were 

born. Even in Shakespeare, where the image of fate very 

seldom occurs, the helpless victim in Henry IV cries out: 

17part II, IV, ii, Vol. III, p. 69. 

18Ibid. 



0 God! that one might read the book of fate, 
And see the revolution of the times, 
• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 
•••• how chances mock, 
And changes fill the cup of alteration 
With divers liquorsl 0, if this were seen, 
The happiest youth, viewing his progress through, 
What perils past, what crosses to ensue, 
Would shut the book, and sit him down and die.l9 
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In any extremity of despair or uncertainty a char

acter is apt to remember that within the Book of Fate is 

recorded his destiny in irrevocable terms; terms that admit 

of no change or alteration. His despair is heightened be

cause he cannot partake of this certain knowledge and ab

solve his dilemma, and his plea to know is tempered with 

frustration. Almanzor, true to his nature, would not only 

read, but would also take from the book part of its recorded 

time to fashion according to his own wishes: 

Good Heav'n thy book of fate before me lay, 
But to tear out the journal of this day, 
Or, if the order of the world below 
Will not the gap of one whole day allow, 20 
Give me that ~~nute when she made her vow. 

The unchanging nature of this written decree, composed at 

birth and binding throughout life, gave rise to certain ex

pressions pertaining to its character. The strongest ex

pression that could be applied to an expected event or to 

some particular happening was to say that it was "as sure 

l9III, i, 45-56, :!'!!! PrinciEal Plals of Shakespeare, 
ed. Tucker Brooke~ !1 (New York: D. App eton-Century Co., 
1935), p. 304. 

20The Conquest of Granada (Part I), Act III, Vol. 
III, pp. 55-56. 
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as Fate.'' This becomes a frequent comparison in the plays, 

and it serves to show up the awe with which fate and its 

workings are viewed by the characters. 

Fate in its actual form does not always act as the 

tormentor of men; for joined with pursuing destiny, the 

Fates, and the Book of Fate are personified forms of other 

powers which fate assumes in luring the characters to their 

destruction. Thus in the opening lines of Aureng-Zebe the 

play gives us our first picture of fate in the role of a 

malicious tempter, robed in the dress of war: 

Whate'er can urge ambitious youth to fight, 
She pompously displays before their sight. 
Laws, Empire, All permitted to the Sword, 21 
And Fate could ne'r an ampler Scene afford. 

The entire state of affairs in the empire is credited to 

the influence of a fate which has put before the three sons 

of the Emperor the opportunity to satisfy their greed and 

lust at one another's expense. Fate arranges the scene to 

her liking and then watches while the actors perform accord

ing to the pattern she has prescribed. In a cruel way fate 

utilizes these temptations to act also as a moral teacher. 
22 

The sons are sent to battle "to cure their mad ambitions." 

A curious paradox is presented by the characters who believe 

that their actions are a product of their own wills even 

21Act I, Vol. IV, p. 89. 
22Act I, Vol. IV, p. 87. 
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while they acknowledge the fact that their lives do nothing 

more than conform to a predetermined plan. 

Characters in other plays complain that fate assumes 

the form of love to torment them with what they cannot 

possess or that the happiness of a moment is but the lure 

of fate that leads them eventually to even blacker despair. 

In the guise of power, success, or victory fate lets her 

vi c tim taste for a moment the fruits of his position before 

he is cast from the pinnacle of his throne , Fate is never 

so evil as when she uses the medium of happiness to bring 

about a person' s doom. Thus it is an evil, tantalizing 

fate which raises man higher so that he may fall farther, 

which arranges all events so that she may glut her craving 

for the misery of the human race. With this in mind, even 

the gifts of the gods are sometimes feared; for fate is 

above all jealous of what the gods may bestow and often 

exerts herself to punish the receiver of heavenly benefits. 

With anguish the Emperor in Aureng-·Zebe exclaims: 

How is Heav'n kind when I have nothing won, 
And Fortune only plays me with my own?23 

Cer tain persons on whom the actions of a plot may 

hinge are often recognized as the agents of fate, even 

though such a role may not be a conscious undertaking by 

them. Such expressions as "he is sent by Fate n and "I 

find in you my Fate" are frequent lines concer ning characters 

-------------------------------------------------
23Ibid., p. 94. 
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whose every deed brings a rise or fall in the fortunes of 

those connected with them. Almanzor is, by far, the best 

example of a person who acts with consequences immediately 

perceivable in the affairs of others. As a rule, however, 

those who might be correctly considered as agents of fate 

are those in a position of command or authority. A prince 

or king carries his fate about with him and imposes it upon 

the lives of those beneath him in battle or in private 

affairs. Almanzor, while not a king or ruler, frequently 

places himself above them and is invested with all the 

qualities of a true leader. In the same manner, various 

other characters, not endowed with Divine Ri ght , s er ve qS 

the agents of fate. 

Yet another idea on the relation of one fate to 

another is expressed in The Indian Queen. Acasis is con

soling Montezuma because the latter is sorry he has taken 

the young prince prisoner: 

Since over all men hangs a doubtful fate: 
One gains by what another is bereft; 
The frugal Deities have only left 
A common bank of happiness below, 
Maintain'd like nature, by an ebb and flow.24 

Thus fate personified is thrifty in nature; for she is ex

tremely careful in dispensing the necessary joys of life. 

That which is awarded to one must be withdrawn from the 

life of another, and the lives of all men are ruled by the 

24ri, i, Vol. I, p. 218. 
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same system of check and balance. This principle is applied 

throughout all the plays; no two people or groups of people 

ever enjoy good fortune at one time; that which is gained 

by one is always another's loss, and the end of a play 

always finds that the hero's happiness is obtained at the 

expense of having destroyed all prior claims to what he 

possesses. Rarely if ever is there a second source of 

happiness to compensate for loss of the principal objective. 

There is one unvarying attitude toward fate in 

which all the characters concur: unashamed, undiluted f ear. 

And it is not necessarily death which they fear or defeat, 

but the uncertainty that they may encounter either. The 

f orce of the unknown has a strange and terrifying power 

over the mind; it lends support to the belief in supernatural 

beings and holds us servile to the tenets of religion; be

cause of it the future is an uncharted sea of intriguing 

mystery, and Hope, the blind pilot, becomes a tyrant over 

his unresisting crew. Small events become portents of dire 

significance; superstitions find birth where reason is of 

no avail. Once accepted fate holds man in a thralldom for 

which fear becomes the jailer, and while it is ignorance of 

the unknown that creates this situation, this same ignorance 

can also serve as the agent by which man is spared further 

pain. 



Seek not to know what must not be reveal'd; 
Joys only flow where fate is most conceal'd: 
Too-buisie Man wou'd find his Sorrows more, 
If future Fortunes he shou'd know before; 
For by that knowledg of his Destiny 
He wou'd not live at all, but always die, 
Enquire not then who shall from bonds be freed, 
Who 'tis shall wear a Crown, and who shall bleed: 
All must submit to their appointed doom; 
Fate and Misfortune will too quickly come. 25 

Connected with the idea of unknown fate is a sort of 

desperation in knowing that misery or defeat is likely to 

come at any moment. As a result there is an impetuousness 

in the actions of the characters who try to make the most 

of today because tomorrow, for them, may never come. The 

follo\dng example of reasoning from Tyrannick 12!! illustrates 

this idea: 

PLACID. Put off th' assault but only for this day; 
No loss can come by such a small delay. 
CHAR. We are not sure to morrow will be ours: 
Wars have, like Love, their favourable hours: 
Let us use all; for if we lose one day, 
That white one, in the crowd, may slip away. 
MAX. Fates dark recesses we ean never find; 
But Fortune at some hours to all is kind; 
The lucky have whole days, which still they choose; 
Th' unlucky have but hours, and those they lose.26 

The spirit of necessity in fate becomes a necessity in life 

for men who realize the short extent of their earthly power. 

III. Fate in Relation to the Divine Right of Kings 

The question of a king's fate and its relation to 

25The Indian gueen, III, i, Vol. I, p. 22g. 

26r, i, Vol. II, p. 336. 
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the lives of his subjects brings up the issue of Divine 

Right, which is consistently set forth in the course of all 

the heroic plays, not only in Dryden's, but in all the 

dramas of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. There 

were many reasons of practical and historical significance 

which laid the basis for this creed and rendered it accept

able to the general public prior to the Reformation. It 

was not a matter propagandized by royalty for the sake of 

subjugating its subjects, but was rather a social loyalty 

to a belief invested with historical and traditional sanction. 

Although historians have difficulty in tracing the idea to 

its exact beginnings, there can be little doubt that the 

germ of this belief is to be found in primitive cultures. 

The tribal leader or witch doctor, with his unusual powers 

and his gift of "mana," was, to the primitive mind, one in 

league with God or one given Divine ability to rule. A 

transgression against one such as this was not only danger-

ous but irreligious, a violation of religious principles; 

and the members of the tribe justified their loyalty as 

well as the authority of their leader by adhering to the 

idea of Divine authorization for one in command. It was, 

moreover, a deeply satisfying belief for society to uphold; 

it imparted the feeling that man was not left entirely to 

himself in solving the struggles and mysteries of life. He 
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had Divine assistance in a human form which he could under

stand. In later centuries that come within the compass of 

historical record man found further reasons of substantial 

quality to support the Divine Right of Kings. Belief spring

ing from the terror of supernatural powers was supplanted 

by evidence based on concrete proofs and examples. The 

theory found its greatest support in the Bible and the 

records of the early Christians, but the example of Mohammet 

made a great impression on the minds of the Orient and laid 

the foundation on stronger principles than the western coun

tries ever came to accept. The European revival of strength 

in the Divine Right of Kings, which came in the early part 

of the seventeenth century, is traceable to the eastern in

fluence that spread itself during that period. 

Early exponents of Divine Right found much on which 

to base the validity of their claims for the unquestioned 

right of royalty. The strongest of these came from Bibical 

quotations which mentioned "the Lord's anointed" and "the 

chosen of God"; and certain texts and parables also pointed 

unmistakably t o the special relationship between God and 

kings. Using for their examples the Davidic kingdom, the 

church fathers, Peter and Paul, and the early Christians in 

Rome, ecclesiastical and political rule became joined in an 

inseparable union for the generations of rulers that followed. 27 

27John Neville Figgis, The Divine Jight of Kings 
(London: Cambridge University Press, 1934 , pp.-7-12. 
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Divine Right only applied where direct inheritance 

of the throne was concerned. "All the petty monarchs of the 

early English tribes found it well to strengthen their 

title by a direct claim to descent from Wedin, thus invest

ing the new authority with something of a supernatural 

sanction ."2g For the same reason one is able to account 

for the ancestral explanations that are so carefully written 

in connection with the mythical King Arthur; as a means of 

establishing his authority to rule, they become more than 

mere decorative passages to prove his nobility of character! 

The introduction of Christianity into England, along with 

its attendant ideas on the Divine authority of rulers, con

tributed great strength to the theory and supported the 

claims of kingship which were to be made in later years by 

William the Conqueror and his descendants. As of yet , no 

definite theory had evolved, but the feeling that a king's 

power was derived from God afforded material for one when, 

in later years, the question arose and men felt the need of 

a positive attitude regarding Divine Right. That early 

English kingship "was not strictly hereditary by the law of 

primogeniture, is well known.n29 However, it was felt that 

election within the royal family was permissible, and the 

acceptance of power by William and his sons after the Norman 

Conquest did much to confirm this right. The type of 

28,!lli., p. 19. 

29!£!.5!., p. 20. 
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government made possible by acceptance of the Divine Right 

of Kings was especially propitious to the system of feudal

ism and made possible a strength of unity necessary for the 

cohesion of medieval society. Studied through the social 

and political implications of this time, the Divine Right 

of Kings assumes some true aspects of merit and cannot be 

regarded as entirely obsolete or absurd for the age in which 

it was applied. 

The renewed adherence to strict hereditary right 

that came about prior to the rule of the Tudors occasioned 

Elizabeth's struggles with Mary Queen of Scots and the sub

sequent troubles with Scotland. Possessing a doubtful claim 

to the throne was the most dangerous threat to any ruler, 

and the consequences of it constituted a blow to the state 

of England's security as a nation. However, Henry VIII's 

break with religious precedent gave to his daughter's 

dubious claim some aspects of validity that would not have 

been acceptable in an earlier century; and Elizabeth was 

able to reassert her Divine Right after she had trampled 

upon its principles to obtain the throne. The working 

merits of the theory were still necessary in the sixteenth 

century, however, and there was little criticism of abso

lute government during her reign. With the birth of new 

political ideas and a strong, self-sufficient parliament 



in the seventeen t h century , t he Divine Right of Kings was 

becoming obsol et e for practical adherence. Nevertheless, 
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it would, per haps, have gone uncontested until a later pe

riod except fo r two facts: the Stuarts arrogantly flouted 

superior right in t he face of parliamentarian objection, 

and the rift between secular and theological matters was 

becoming greater . Breaking away from the theory of Divine 

Right was con temporary wi th t he Reformation, and it marked 

a transition f r om medieval to modern thought in politics . 

The controversies on t he subjec t before and after the Res

toration made a marked impression on a man of public affairs 

such as Dryden, and t her e can be little surprise that the 

Divine Right of Kings is a strongly emphasized element in 

his plays . Here again, however, is a dramatic element 

which lacks consistency or clarity. 

The heroic tragedi es are filled with discussions, 

references, and i mages pert a i ning to Divine Right and its 

basic principles, but ther e are obvious contradictions as 

to the privileges inherent in the royal prerogative of a 

ruler. None of the passages taken as a group would point 

conclus ively to any defini te status of authority enjoined 

by Divine Right. The ideas they express indicate a variety 

of attitudes toward t he theory and include some eastern as 

well as western not i ons concerning the position of a sovereign 
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in relation to his subjects. The strength of a king's claim 

to Divine Right apparently rests on his strength of character; 

only when he himself is strong enough to take his fate into 

his own hands is he in command of it. Thus Zulema admonishes 

Abdalla, the newly made king of Granada: 

Would you so please, Fate yet a way would find; 
Man makes his fate according to his mind. 
The weak low Spirit Fortune makes her slave; 
But she's a drudge, when Hector'd by the brave. 
If Fate weaves common Thrid, he'l change the domm: 
And with new purple spread a Nobler loom.30 

There is much discussion in The Conquest of Granada about 

the respective powers of a weak and a strong king. Both 

Abdalla and Boabdelin, when put to the test, prove to be 

inadequate as rulers, and Almanzor often refers to the fact 

that a king becomes a leader only when he has the strength 

of character to force his right; heavenly approval is not 

sufficient to compensate for the weaknesses of a man's will. 

The power of the public assumes an importance in 

this play that it has in none of the others and is spoken 

of in several images that portray its strength. Its power 

and its fickleness are pictured when Boabdelin says: 
31 

"See what the many-headed Beast demands." 

In much t he same way the unpredictable tide of public sup

port is pictured: 

p. 44. 
3°The Conquest Q£ ~anada (Part I), Act II, Vol. III, 

3l!Q!£. ( Part II), I, ii, Vol. III, P• 98. 



The people, like a headlong torrent goe; 
And, every dam, they break, or overflow: 
But unoppos'd, they either lose their force~ 
Or wind in volumes to their former course.3~ 
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The fact that the public exerts such power over the actions 

of the king is a testimony to the weakness of the monarch 

in managing them. Almanzor realizes this and cries in des

peration: 

Empire, thou poor and despicable thing, 
When such as these unmake, or make a King%33 

Boabdelin, in a moment of sad reflection, sums up his 

plight: 

But Kings who rule with limited Command 
Have Players Scepters put into their Hand. 
Pow'r has no ballance, one side still weighs down; 
And either hoysts the Common-wealth or Crown. 
And those who think to set the Skale more right, 
By various turnings but disturb the weight.34 

Obviously, then, Divine Right in this play is de-

pendent upon seizure by force rather than by the favor of 

heaven. A king is one who has fate working for him, and 

this is only accomplished when the king in question can 

command it to his liking. For~ Conquest 2f Granada this 

is a necessary idea because Almanzor is the real ruler of 

both fate and the kingdom throughout; but certainly by 

birth or the law of primogeniture he is not the rightful 

king. The discovery that he is the son of the Duke of Arcos 

--------------------------------------------------32Ibid. (Part I), Act IV, Vol. III, p. 59. 

J3!£i£., Act I, Vol. III, p. 36. 
34Ibid. {Part II), I, ii, Vol. III, P• 98. 
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does a little to substantiate his right by birth, but it 

still fails to provide for direct inheritance of the throne. 

Tyrannick Love upholds the power-by-force idea, 

even though it contains nothing to dispute inherited right. 

The picture of Maximin is that of a true tyrant who commands 

his own fate and that of everyone who is subject to him. 

In his ideas concerning kingship there is only contempt for 

any show of mercy or softness in the behavior of a ruler. 

Divine Right in his case is unquestioned; and if Maximin 

consistently adheres to this attitude, the other characters 

do no less in accepting it. Act I of the play shows Maximin 

surrounded by the men of his court as he deliberates on the 

course to pursue in the present war his country is fighting. 

His courtiers do scarcely more than echo the ideas that he 

voices. To them is presented the triumphant Porphyrius 

from Egypt. Almost simultaneously Maximin learns of his 

son's death in battle and receives this descriptive account 

of the fight wherein fate dominated the scene: 

With his broad Sword the boldest beating down, 
While Fate grew pale lest he should win the Town, 
And turn'd the Iron Leafs of its dark Book, 
To make new dooms; or mend what it mistook. 
Till sought by many Deaths, he sunk thoygh late, 
And by his fall asserted doubtful Fate.J5 

Taunted by his wife's claim of noble birth, Maximin responds 

with his attitude toward the succession, but in a tone that 

clearly implies the matter is a sore subject with him: 

35r, i, Vol. II, p. 341. 



But your late Brother did not prize me less, 
Because I could not boast of Images. 
And the Gods own'd me more, when they decreed 
A Thracian Shepherd should your Line succeed.J6 

Maximin next incurs the hate of Placidius when he takes 
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from him the command of his troop in order that Porphyrius 

may have it. With the arbitrary right of a ruler Maximin 

decided that Porphyrius will be his heir and have the hand 

of his daughter, Valeria, as well as the throne. This is 

agreeable only to Valeria, who has long loved the favored 

of her father; for there is an old love intrigue between 

Porphyrius and Bernice, the queen. Placidius nurses his 

grudge against Maximin and his hopeless love for Valeria, 

and in the second act matters are even more complicated 

when Maximin falls desperately in love with the captive 

St. Catharine. From that meeting to the end of the play 

the action is concerned almost entirely with the struggle 

between her passive resistance and the king's decision 

either to marry her or kill her. Maximin's tyranny and 

cruelty are brought to bear upon all those who oppose his 

will in any way, and these characteristics of his nature 

are merely a reflection of the idea that his Divine Right 

must go completely unchallenged by those beneath his power. 

When someone dares to reproach him on the subject of an 

order he has given, Maximin takes the opportunity to make a 

36rbid., p. 342. 
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very effective speech on the power of kings and their rela

tion to fate: 

I'le find that pow'r o're wills which Heav'n ne're found. 
Free will's a cheat in any one but me: 
In all but Kings 'tis willing slavery. 
And unseen Fate which forces the desire, 
The will of Puppets Danc'd upon a wyre. 
A Monarch is 
The Spirit of the World in every mind; 
He may match Wolves to Lambs, and make it kind. 
Mine is the business of your little Fates: 
And though you war like petty wrangling States, 
You're in my hand; and when I bid you cea~e, 
You shall be crush'd together into peace.J7 

If there is any doubt left as to Maximin's interpretation 

of hls absolute power, it is answered in this next speech 

of his in which he speaks of his Divine Right: 

Our Gods are Gods 'cause they have pow'r and will· 
' Who can do all things, can do nothing ill. 

Ill 
The 

is Rebellion 'gainst some higher pow'~, 
World may sin, but not its Emperour.3 

There is none of the obedience to public opinion in this 

play that one finds in Th~ Conquest 2f Granada; with more 

cause to heed it, Maximin regards it less. His is the power 

of the gods and of fate. His also is the power of deciding 

the fate of his subjects. That Maximin never once regards 

himself as a victim of fate is probably the greatest proof 

of his undisputed Divine Right. In receiving his death he 

shows nothing of a resigned attitude to an inevitable fate, 

but rather an angry bafflement toward the outcome of some

thing he cannot understand. 

37IV, i, Vol. II, p. 367. 

38v, ii, Vol. II, p. 386. 
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The images representing the nature of monarchy in 

Aureng-Zebe present a variety of ideas that would probably 

be indicative of the confusion attendant upon the throne of 

India. All elements that tend to determine the rightful 

ruler are of importance in this play. Those who speak of 

the Old Emperor use images of rising and falling from power, 

comparisons between a king's rule and the course of the sun, 

expressions regarding a king's duty to his people, and the 

dangers of fortune to which a ruler is exposed because of 

his lofty position. The Emperor himself tries to uphold 

the sanctity of his office by declaring that he "has no God 

to deal withn39 and that his is the role of fate for his 

subjects, but in weaker moments he, too, despairs and mar-

vels at a destiny he cannot control. Morat and Aureng-Zebe 

are more positive in their attitudes, showing their stronger 

characters by the assumption of their supremacy over fate 

and its workings. In The Indian Queen and The Indian 

Emperour the fates of battle are ever in the ascendancy, 

and the resulting effect upon public opinion causes Zempoalla 

to exclaim: 

Hard fate of Monarchs, not allow'd to know 0 When safe, but as their Subjects tell them so.4 

In her ease, however, the taint of usurpation is her eventual 

downfall, and fate becomes the champion of inherited right 

by hurling its ills at the security of her throne. Montezuma, 

40The Indian gueen, III, i, Vol. I, p. 225. 



instead of eulogizing upon the special rights of a ruler, 

is, perhaps, the most practical of Dryden's kings when he 

makes the single declaration that 
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Kings and their Crowns have but one Destiny: 41 Power is their Life, when that expires they dye. 

Without further ado, Cortez is triumphant, and the validity 

of Montezuma's prophecy is brought to its fulfillment. 

Characters vary in regarding fate as a power of the 

gods and as a second, individual force, influenced by none. 

The uncertainty regarding the origin of its power is empha

sized most strongly in The Indian Queen; and the questions 

regarding this matter are in keeping with the nature of 

the plot, which, when analyzed for its fatalistic content, 

offers a course of events that make the rise and decline of 

fate without explanation for those whom it affects. Montezuma, 

denied the hand of Orazia by her father, the Ynca of Peru, 

regains for Zempoalla the kingdom he has just won from her. 

From that moment forth the usurping queen struggles to re

tain her empire, assert her love for Montezuma, and appease 

the claims that Traxalla and the honor of her son make upon 

her position as a ruler. In all three of these endeavors 

she is unsuccessful; Montezuma is cold to her confessions 

of love, Asasis is killed, and Traxalla proves unfaithful 

as both a subject and a lover. In the end she loses her 

throne to the rightful ruler. Throughout the intricacies 

41The I d. Em V .i V 1 I 333 n ~an · • p ero ur , , ~ , o • , p. • 
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of this action, however, Zempoalla retains a truly baffled 

outlook on the whole situation. Regarding her Divine Right 

and its prerogative she wonders: 

Can there be Gods to see, and suffer this? 42 Or does mankinde make his own fate or bliss? 

She has several moments of reflection in which this same 

question is repeated, and at times she bears a resemblance 

to the Emperor in Aureng-Zebe who finally decided that fate 

is above even the power of the gods, even though they are 

responsible for his destiny. It is a natural confusion and 

one that Dryden does little, in his use of fatalistic imagery, 

to obliterate. 

In connection with this idea of the two supernatural 

forces is the belief that, while the power of fate goes un

questioned, the gods can be won or lost through man's actions 

in regard to them. Such a theory of control would undoubtedly 

separate the two in the minds of its adherents, but Zempoalla 

stays true to her nature and fails to understand why her 

lot in life is so mournful when she has done all that her 

religion requires in giving tribute and sacrifice to the 

gods. Symbolic of her final desperation is the resolve to 

get even with Heaven for its injustice to her and discontinue 

the rites of worship. A parallel to her resolve is the iden

tical decision of Montezuma in The Indian Empe~o~ when he 

42rr, ii, Vol. r, p. 220. 



is thwarted by Cortez in battle. Of course, the feeling 

that they can bargain with the gods in behalf of fate is in 

direct opposition to the belief that the two forces are 

distinct powers, and the paradox thus presented cannot be 

explained from a mere study of their words within the play. 

One final attitude associated with fate is that it 

often works as a sort of retributive justice, even though 

this is more often the work of the gods; for fate is spite

ful, and Heaven is usually considered just. That fortune 

or fate can be purposefully just is a condition that the 

characters find hard to understand: 

And I no merit own or understand 
That fortune did you justice by my hand. 43 

A more probable cause of a balance of right and wrong is 

expressed in The Indian Emperour: 

"The gods the Wicked by themselves o'rethrow.n44 

However, a system of justice does not always work in the 

universe; for fate and the gods have human attributes and 

al ine themselves most often with those who are triumphant 

i n life. A belief in this nature of Heaven is naturally 

conducive to a certain amount of bitterness in man. Nothing, 

perhaps, is more frustrating than knowing that one can ex

pect no justice from the ruling forces of life. Embittered 

and pessimistic, Odmar and Guyomar reflect upon what they 

can expect from life: 

43The Conquest£! Granada (Part I), Act III, Vol. 
III, p. 56. 

44v, i, Vol. I, p. 326. 



ODM. Fate is more just then you to my desert. 
And in this Act you blame, Heaven takes my part. 
GUY. Can there be Gods, and no Revenge provide? 
ODM. The Gods are ever of the Conquering side.45 

At times it is even thought that there will be no justice 

in life after death; for on numerous occasions a person 
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feels that the spite of fate will follow him to the under

world and find him new torments there. The basis of this 

belief probably springs from the Greek arrangement of the 

underworld in which the Harpies, or Fates, reserved a special 

type of punishment for those who had committed suicide at 

death. The idea of suffering after death is usually voiced 

by the characters who contemplate taking their own lives 

in order to escape the reverses of earthly life. In such 

cases, the thought of eternal fate would be justified. 

IV. Fortune as a Symbol of the Heroic Spirit 

The use of fortune is less confusing than the use 

of fate and its relation to either individual life or Divine 

Right. Images pertaining to fortune always employ the per

sonified form and adhere strictly to the Roman concept of 

its nature. This does not, of course, take into consider

ation those passages in which fate and fortune are used in

terchangeably, nor does it have reference to the instances 

when fortune is synonymous with wealth and gainful acquisi

tion. I refer, of course, to real imagery, not to mere 

45 2 Ibid., p. 3 3. 
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figures of speech that serve no purpose other than expression 

for a transitory thought, and emphasize expressions which 

voice a general, prevailing attitude. Viewed in this light, 

fortune is always spoken of as the Queen of Chance, whose 

ever-turning wheel is the instrument of her actions. One 

of the best passages on fortune and her wheel is from ~ 

Conquest of Granada when Almanzor and Almahide are speaking 

of their love: 

ALMAH. Rash men, like you, and impotant of will, 
Give chance no time to turn, but urge her still. 
She would repent; you spush the quarrel on, 
And once, because she went, she must be gone. 
ALMANZ. She shall not turn; what is it she can do 
To recompence me for the loss of youz46 

Inconstant, fickle, completely without purpose--such are 

the characteristics of fortune; and those who welcome her 

interference in one breath find cause to deplore it in the 

next. When offering himself to the opposing army in a 

moment of revenge, Almanzar further portrays the unpredict

able goddess when he says: 

I am your fortune; but am swift like her. 
And turn my hairy front if you defer: 
That hour when you delib'rate is too late:

47 I point you the white moment of your fate. 

All the heroic characters justify this attitude by recog

nizing the necessity of seizing their fortune at the moment 

of its conception. In a sense, then, fortune represents 

46Part I, Act V, Vol. III, p. 84. 

47Ibid., IV, i, Vol. III, p. 60. 
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the advent of opportunity that presents itself for the ad

vancement of those who can take advantage of the moment. 

And upon the advantages of a moment usually rests the 

balance of a heroic plot. One is often reminded by these 

plays of a clock, of which, if but one small wheel is touched, 

all the rest are thrown into confusion. Great purposes 

wait upon feeble wills, and the strongest motive may be 

either wrecked or consummated by a trifle. While a great 

deal of speech and speculation is devoted to the subjects 

of fate and destiny and free will, none of these elements 

are as intrinsically a part of the tragedy as is fortune; 

she is at once a reflection and a representation of the 

heroic spirit as Dryden portrays it in his tragedies. 

V. Fatalism in Religious Thought 

It is impossible to make a study of fate and fortune 

within the plays without observing the religious threads 

that are woven into the fabric of the action. Fatalism is 

a part of religion and must be considered as such if one is 

to have an adequate understanding of it; considered as a 

religious element it assumes more significance for its origin 

and its effect. A better understanding of its religious 

implications helps the reader account for the way in which 

it is used in the plays and makes clearer the peculiarities 

of its multiple nature in relation to the characters and its 
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role in the drama. To say that the various portraits of fate 

are without apparent relevancy to the philosophic and his

torical content is to say the same for matters of theology 

as they are presented in the plots; and the misuse of one 

explains in many ways the improper application of the other. 

Separating or unifying the different religions introduced 

into the actions of the plays is, in Dryden's tragedies, a 

rather complex assignment; for, intentionally or otherwise, 

his plays reflect the influence of three definite and dis

tinct religious creeds: the religions of Islam, Christian

ity, and early ~aganism. There is a clash between the latter 

two in each of the fiv~ heroic tragedies and a conflict of 

all three in The Conquest of Granada and Aureng-~. In 

j ustice to the dramatist, however, it must be said that 

whenever individual scenes or speeches are devoted to the 

discussion of Christianity, as in Tyrannick ~~ the 

Christian sentiments are entirely authentic and distinct 

when opposed to the tenets of pagan thought. Arguments 

concerning the relative merits of the two religions con

sciously aim to bring out the differences and, therefore, 

remain correct in their depiction of the two. 

By means of imagery and figures of speech Dryden 

unconsciously unites the divergent religious elements. 

Thus St. Catharine, by the logic of her belief, refutes the 

possibility of an unjust God and of a system of heavenly 
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rule in which there is no plan for free will and its result

ing reward or punishment. Then, a few lines later, within 

the imagery that adorns a certain expression of hers, occurs 

the mention of a fate that is peculiar to the religion which 

she is condemning. 

Dryden's knowledge of the classics and his associa

tion with the drama of the ancients gave him a comprehensive 

understanding of Greek religion that colors his drama with 

the sa~e authenticity of belief that one would find in 

studying Sophocles or Thespis; and his personal belief in 

Christianity mak es this religion, when it is a conscious 

element, correct in every detail of orthodox faith. It is, 

however, with the religion of Islam, as it enters inevitably 

into the fabric of The Conguest Q! Granada and Aureng-~, 

that a theological appraisal is able to show some interest

i ng contradictions and misinterpretations of religious doc

trine. 

When studying these two plays, one comes upon alter

nating references to "the Prophet," "Allah," the "gods," 

and personified forms of the Greek supernatural world; and 

the conc l usion, acquired from the initial observation, is 

that Dryden either knew or cared little for preserving the 

correct religious atmosphere of these eastern people. ~fuile 

there are certain expressions out of tune with the creed in 
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which they are voiced, the beliefs of the Moslems, like 

those of Christianity, have more actual value than one is 

able to perceive on the surface. Knowing that the use of 

Greek images is probably a dramatic technique rather than 

an effort to invest the plays with a proper religious back

ground, the reader speculates as to exactly how much of the 

Greek spirit was actually part of the Islamic belief. For 

scholars maintain that what we term "Arabian philosophy" 

is actually no more than a heterogeneous collection of 

ideas and beliefs that the Moslems acquired from the ancients, 

principally the Greeks: "Now it is true that the whole 

framework, scope, and material of Arabic philosophy is to 

be traced to the civilization of the empires which the 

Arabs conquered, and that Greek philosophy predominates in 

their system.n48 The Moslems, of course, had their belief 

i n Mohammet and his teachings, and the orthodox creed of 

I slam strictly forbade the infiltration of European thought 

on the basis that it was infamous and demoralizing. But 

Arab scholars persisted in their study of ancient thought 

and gradually inculcated its principles into the pattern of 

their own philosophy. As a result Islamic philosophy and 

theology became mixed in a curious heterodoxy that permitted 

the contrasting theories of two separate systems of thought . 

If a reason for the fusion of the two creeds should be 

48sir Thomas Arnold and Alfred Guillaume (eds.), 
The Legacr of Islam (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1931), p. 239. 
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sought, the answer would undoubtedly lie in the fact that, 

in a working sense, theology and philosophy cannot be sepa

rated. Within the confines of philosophic circles have the 

seeds of religious thought originated, and the latter must 

play an important role in the formulation of metaphysical 

and ethical questions. The Arabs, while they had inherited 

a strong affinity for the teachings of Mohammet, found in 

his religious order no provision for the explanation of 

matters apart from the narrow limits of his creed. Influenced 

by a sound system of thought, they readily adopted it; and 

in acquiring philosophy from the Greek source, they also 

obtained, unconsciously perhaps, certain features of a poly

theistic religion which clashed with their single concept 

of Allah. 

It is possible that we get a better picture of Greek 

thought in reference to fate by studying the influence that 

it exerted on the theologies of later periods. In the two 

plays of Dryden's that have to do with Mohammedan belief 

and in the one that deals with the combination of Christian

ity and ancient religion, the apparent problems of explain

ing the nature of God, causality, and free will are presented 

with implications that denote conflict in even the conception 

of the belief and its later evolution and absorption into 

the philosophies of other groups. The questions posed by 
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the Greeks regarding matters of good and evil were so complex 

that their religion never adequately explained all the aspects 

of God and His power over the lives of human beings. As a 

result, it is only natural to find within Greek mythology 

different explanations for the same force: the Furies, the 

Fates, fortune, chance, destiny, multiple and ununited gods. 

"Greek philosophy as a whole," says Professor William c. 
Greene,49 "seeks to mediate between more or less abstract 

forces and individual human aspirations toward some good." 

The philosophy of the ancients first sought to understand 

the necessity of a good moral system in the universe as 

opposed to the evil, and then the growing body of religious 

myths provided reasons in the form of conflicting super

natural forces. These explanations were not, however, in

fallible, and those who proposed them testified to the un

certainty they represented by a constant search for other 

forces which might better ease their dilemma. As polytheistic 

worship gave way to monotheism in succeeding beliefs, the 

spirit of Moira gained in recognition and acquired a fringe 

of ideas that rearranged the moral order of the universe and 

invested fate with even more forms and powers than it had 

previously had. Into the religions of Christianity and Islam 

came the spirit of fate, if not the actual belief in it as 

held by the Greeks. 

49 Moira: Fate, Good, and Evil in Greek Thought 
(Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvird University Press, 1948), 
p. 8. 
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In the decay of the ancient world, recourse was 
had once more to the simpler forms of religious faith, 
or to a philosophic interpretation of Fate that tended 
to identify it with Providence, and that recognized the 
freedom of man's will. The Greek philosophic tradition 
was largely absorbed by the Christian tradition, and 50 
also flowered again in the thought of the Renaissance. 

The inheritors of this tradition were the dramatists of the 

sixteenth and seventeenth centuries; and since the latter was 

the period of classical imitation, it could not be expected 

that matters literary and technical would appear without the 

impression of thought and religion. The fusion of religions 

in Dryden is not one that he created, but rather one that he 

accepted from the Greeks, much as he accepted their ideas 

concerning drama and artistic expression. That the confusion 

is as great in Dryden's time as it was in the days of ancient 

Greece is but a clue to the extent of influence which 

Greece exerted upon western Europe and modern thought. 

50rbid., p. 4. 



CHAPTER III 

THE RELATION OF FATALISM TO EMOTION IN DRYDEN'S 

HEROIC TRAGEDIES 

The plots of the heroic tragedies are complicated, 

sensational, and loosely constructed. Emphasis is on the 

action of the moment and its spectacular appeal. Emotional 

entanglements are similar in that they are instantaneous in 

their conception, that they involve a great many persons, 

and that they are brought to the surface almost immediately. 

Usually, the individual scenes of emotional display have 

little relation other than that they involve the same people 

and uphold the stated character of each, but such scenes 

taken separately often contain a pattern in miniature that 

both characterizes and pictures the conflicting elements of 

feeling. It is to the tracing of these emotional patterns 

as they appear and repeat themselves that this chapter is 

devoted. 

There is little need to trace character development 

through imagery in Dryden's heroic tragedies; for such a 

study does not discover any conclusive means of determining 

a gradual development in the personality of a character. 

"Close study of the plays shows that, strictly speaking, 

they contain no ruling idea working its way out through 

68 



character into action. Intense feeling, superhuman valor 

must be shown. It is not so important by whom. There is 

no distinctive motif in any one of them, -and the theme of 
1 one wouLd serve equally well for any other." There are, 
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however, some interesting single images which are used to 

denote character, and these will be noted as they occur in 

the emotional content. 

I. The Relation of F'atalism to Emotion 

When one attempts to explain the prevalence of any 

particular belief as it finds acceptance among the members 

of a society, one does well to seek explanation in the emo

tional tenor of the people who give it voice. Rarely is 

religion out of tune with the age or group in which it 

lives; for, in a sense, religion evolves in accordance with 

the development of social thinking as it becomes capable of 

progressing from stages of non-existent reasoning to higher 

planes of logic. It would have been no more impossible for 

primitive man to grasp the principles of Christianity than 

it would be to expect western thought after the Renaissance 

to embrace the scheme of creation set forth in pagan myth

ologies. As the Age of Faith gave way to the Age of Reason, 

so did the hold of emotional response give way to rational

istic attitudes toward deity. The philosophy of the nineteenth 

1sherwood, 2£• £11., p. 61. 
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and twentieth century thinkers contains yet another herald 

of religious change as the powers of the individual intell

igence assert their relation to the divine spirit in the 

universe. 

To understand any single tenet of a religion is to 

understand the whole creed. Behind the early pagan religions 

was, generally speaking, one strong motivating impulse that 

made necessary the belief and worship exacted supposedly by 

the powers of the supernatural. This basic emotion was 

fear, a parent of the belief in fate that has been discussed 

in Chapter I and is not the subject under consideration 

here. It is mentioned again only because it will be the 

purpose of this section to show how fear of the unknown is 

the inspiration for many of the images and dramatic inci

dents which deal directly with fate. However, fear, once 

named, is no longer a threat to mental security, and in 

tracing the influence of fear upon the minds of the charac

ters, it is necessary to take into consideration all forms 

of emotion which tend to deny the power of reason and make 

man an abject slave to his feelings. 

The transition from ancient to modern thought in 

religion is in no play so well defined as it is in Tyrannick 

Love. The other four heroic tragedies may well be called 

dramas of conflicting emotions, but the theme supplied by 
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Maximin and St. Catharine in Tyrannick Love represents, in 

its basic nature, a conflict of ideas. It also provides a 

clue to the need for fatalism in Maximin's religion and in 

that of the people whom he represents. The captive queen 

is ever the spirit of serenity, assurance, and steadfast 

devotion to her convictions; the tyrannic ruler, who has 

all earthly power at his command and is the master of the 

material situation, shows in his actions and speech none of 

the freedom from fear that distinguishes the Christian woman, 

St. Catharine. His is the groping for truth, the blustering 

manner that merely conceals his precarious hold on super

natural manifestations; hers is the belief that contains no 

element of fear or question. A short excerpt from the dia

logue of Maximin and St. Catharine will serve to show the 

essential emotional differences in their religions and their 

ultimate effect upon character: 

S. CATH. Nor pride, nor frenzy, but a settled mind, 
Enlightened from above, my way does mark. 

MAX. Tho' Heaven be clear, the way to it is dark. 
CATH. But where our Reason with our Faith does go, 

We're both above enlightned, and below. 
But reason with your fond Religion fights; 
For many Gods are many Infinites: 
This to the first Philosophers was known. 
Who, under various names, ador'd but one. 
Though your vain Poets after did mistake, 
Who every Attribute a God did make. 
And so obscene their Ceremonies be, 2 
As good men loath, and Cato blush'd to see. 

Where reason is predominant, fatalism fails. In 

2rr, i, Vol. rr, p. 348. 
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moments of extreme passion, confusion, and fear, references 

to fate inevitably flourish. Religion may fail; man's be

lief may falter; but fate with its powers over human will 

and behavior is never doubted. Fate is the force to which 

is attributed every wrong that the human race is called up

on to bear, and it is also the figure on which is heaped 

the blame for whatever evil is directed at man. In many 

ways fate is the panacea of man's inability to explain any

thing; for in the plays it shows up most often when some 

cause or explanation is sought for a totally new occurrence. 

Fatalism is also a prominent element in the emotion

al structure of Dryden's plays in so far as his plays can 

be analyzed for structure. Actually the heroic tragedies 

are at their poorest when one attempts to give unity to the 

various threads of character and emotion as they are used 

to weave a coherent drama of life; for the chain of cause 

and effect is often completely lost in the tangle of inci

dents, climaxes, and anti-climaxes which form the basic con

struction of an heroic plot. That these plays do specialize 

i n a host of dramatic crises, however, is evidence of com

plicated emotional structures that are admirably suited for 

the moti vating role of personified fate. In connection 

with dramatic structure there arises a number of questions 

which attempt to determine the exact importance of fatalism 

as it influences the drama. 
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In The Language Qf Tragedy Professor Prior points 

out that Marlowe's Tamburlaine contains dark images which 

comprise a distinct and independent line of thought apart 

from the figurative text of the play; but the search for a 

corresponding line of imagery in Dryden's plays reveals no 

such arrangement, and when the occasional repetition of cer

tain figures does appear, it can only be assumed that Dryden 

was not consciously striving for any particular effect 

through imagery. Assuming that there is no purpose behind 

the imagery, then the images dealing with fate, as with 

other personifications, serve purely as incidental dramatic 

expression, used perhaps in conformity to technical standards, 

but not necessarily made a part of the drama as Dryden con

ceived it. However, while there is little integration of 

all emotional strains to prove a conscious artistry or 

creative purpose, the fatalistic element is not entirely 

irrelevant in relation to the other expressions of emotion. 

And if fatalism is essentially a part of emotion and plot, 

is its personified form a restraining or a motivating feature 

of the plays? The answer to this question sets forth, with 

perhaps more clarity than any other explanation, the ch.ief 

dramatic purpose of fatalism; for considered as either a 

means of restraint or motivation, fate is certainly more 

t han figurative adornment. 
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In many instances, fate in the heroic tragedies is 

directly responsible for action conceived and executed. Its 

hold of terror upon the individuals prompts them to commit 

deeds which they feel are demanded by their destiny. The 

passages in the plays in which a king or ruler feels the 

destiny of his Divine Right to demand certain behavior are 

too numerous to quote; they occur simultaneously with the 

recognition of power and authority. The acceptance of un

predictable fate is the openly avowed reason for decisions 

pertaining to sudden battles, death, and emotional entangle

ments; and it is also the only accountable explanation to 

be given for the turn of events which often constitute the 

sudden high points of action and feeling. The dramatic 

usages for which fate is employed in the plots are not 

merely conclusions drawn by the student who analyzes these 

plays, but are the opinions of the characters themselves as 

they speak in the tragedies. The motivation of fate, when 

acknowledged in the dramas, is as important as are any of 

the tragic elements upon which depend emotional response 

and dramatic structure. 

II. Fatalism and the Storm Image 

An image which embraces all the various emotions at 

times and which is the most typical of both fatalism and 

the inherent qualities of heroic tragedy is the storm image. 
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The fact that it occurs as frequently as it does throughout 

the plays is significant in determining its importance; for 

actually no figure could be more appropriate in its nature 

as a symbol for conflicting emotions. The single image of 

the storm becomes a representation of the essential dramatic 

spirit. It appears in proportion to the emotional entangle

ments and more or less contains the outstanding features of 

the tragic struggle. It also contains clues to the charac

ters of the chief protagonists and points to the outcome of 

the plot. As a functioning element of the tragedy itself, 

the storm image is best utilized in Th!!, Conquest .Q.f Granada. 

In this play the image of storming emotions and stormy 

characters is presented so often that it becomes no less 

than a reflection of the whole drama. 

Almanzar was born during a storm at sea, a~rl altno~gh 

this fact of his origin is withheld until the end of the 

play, the use of storm images in reference to him formG a 

prelude to the disclosure of his past. The storm, as it 

reappears throughout the play, touches on every emotion 

which enters into the plot, gathering momentum as the action 

progresses; and in its specific nature, the storm is usually 

the product of Almanzar's actions or of his effect upon the 

lives of other characters: 

There's not a starr of thine dare stay with thee: 
I'le whistle thy tame fortune after me: 
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And whirl fate with me wheresoe're I fly, 
As winds drive storms before 'em in the sky.3 

In his own words Almanzor characterizes himself and portrays 

the violence that is intrinsically a part of his peculiar 

destiny. It is suggested that the violent nature of his 

life provides an elemental fury in its contact with the 

fates of others, and either fate or fortune generally 

assumes a prominent role whenever there is mention of a 

storm; for life is often presented as a conflict in which 

fate produces the tempests that destroy mankind. Abdelmelech 

speaks of himself as one whose life has been destroyed by 

these ravages of fate: 

Behold in me th' example of your Fate. 
I am your Sea-mark, and though wrack'd and lost, 
My Ruines stand to warn you from the Coast.4 

Corresponding to the fact that Almanzor was born in 

a storm at sea is the fact that almost all the storm images 

in Th! Conquest of Granada have reference to wrecked ships, 

swelled waves, and tempests that occur on the ocean. It is 

certainly rewarding to find an element with such consistent 

expression; for Almanzar is inevitably spoken of in such 

terms as "rough as a storm, and humorous as wind,n5 "who, 

like a Tempest that out rides the wind,"
6 

and 

3Part I, Act III, Vol. III, p. 59. 

4Ibid., p. 46. 

5Ibid., Act I, Vol. III, P• 35. 

6Ibid., Act II, Vol. III, P• 39. 



But, as when winds and rain together crow'd, 
They swell till they have burst the bladder'd clowd: 
And first the Lightning, flashing deadly clear, 
Flyes, falls, consumes, 'ere scarce it does appear: 
So, from his shrinking troops, Almanzor flew; 
Each blow gave wounds, and with each wound he slew.? 
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Further images regarding a storm at sea have partic

ular reference to fortune in the role of a pirate who 

creates the storm for man's destruction and then claims the 

loot of his lost life: 

I thank thee , fortune; thou hast in one hour, 
Put all I cou'd have ask'd thee in my pow'r. 
My own lo st wealth thou giv'st not only bagk, 
But driv'st upon my Coast my Pyrate wrack. 

Fortune or fate usually utilizes the forces of emotional 

fury to create the storms of life in which individuals are 

lost, and the storms referred to in the imagery are usually 

a conflict of various feelings which fortune aggravates for 

her own purposes: 

Blind Queen of Chance, to Lovers too severe, 
Thou rul est Mankind, but art a Tyrant the re ! 
Thy widest Empyre's in a lovers brest: 
Like open Seas we seldom are at rest. 
Upon thy Coasts our wealth is daily cast; 
And thou, like Pyrates, mak'st no peace to last.9 

In the other plays the storm image is rarely con-

cerned with disturbances at sea; so the assumption that it 

was i ntended for a specific role in The Conguest of Granada 

?part II, Act V, Vol. III, p. 15$. 
8 
Ibid., IV, i, Vol. III, p. 130. 

9rbid., III, ii, Vol. III, p. 121. 



is not without evidence to support its validity. Certainly 

it is the perfect complement to Almanzar's character, as 

well as to all the emotions, actions, and other characters 

in the play as they react to his influence. Those lost in 

the storms of passion and fate are portrayed as having weak 

natures, and he who controls the tempests and directs his 

own destiny, ultimately is the agent by whom all conflicts 

are absolved. 

Storm images in the other plays are less frequent, 

but they do appear and provide unusually fine description 

for various waves of feeling t hat rise and subside in con-

nection with developments of the plot. In Txrannick Love 

the storm images deal less with direct characterization and 

portray instead a variety of human emotions that are brought 

t o bear indirectly upon the persons of the drama. However, 

the following quotation in which Maximin describes his love 

serves as well for a character portrait of his violent per

sonality as it does for an emotional s imile for love: 

A sullen hour thou chusest for thy birth: 
My Love shoots up in tempests, as the Earth 
Is stirr'd and loosen'd in a blustring wind, 10 
Whose blasts to waiting flowers her womb unbind. 

Whereas Almanzor is spoken of as a "raging'' wind, Maximin 

i s cer tainly better characterized by a "blustring" wind. 

The fact that Maximin's speeches that contain storm 

1°rrr , 1, Vol. II, p. 351 . 
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images all have reference to love as the tempestuous element 

bears out the truth which he himself is aware of, namely, 

that love is the only emotion included in his destiny that 

creates a conflict with his imperial wishes. There are 

three of these images in his dialogue concerned with love 

as a storm, and they come at moments when his di lemma 

reaches its crux of i ndecision and despair. Fate, he says, 

is to blame for this misery of strife in his life. 

St. Catharine's use of the storm image is character

istically concerned with the struggle between good and evil 

as man works out his salvation. Two excellent examples of 

this type of struggle given in the play picture life as be

set by storms which attempt to drown the individual beneath 

waves of adversity. Any other character in the play would 

have attributed the storms of life to fate, who delights in 

being evil, but the Christian woman views them as merely 

tests of man's strength to overcome bad moral influences. 

Thus the imagery serves also to distinguish religious values. 

There is little use of the storm image in The Indian 

Queen and The Indian Emperour; and probably this fact results 

from the emotional natures of the two plots, in which the 

conflict of feeling is subordinated to the material struggle 

for power. Such storm images as do appear deal with two 

opposing armies, with the troubles attendant upon kingship, 
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and with the problems of life that are inherent in the 

battle of the individual for gain and authority. There are 

fewer emotional reverses in these two plays than in any of 

the other three, and with lack of frustration there is little 

need for the figure of storming elements. Characterization 

through the imagery is also very infrequent except for two . 

instances in which Montezuma is spoken of as tttempestuous." 

In Aureng-Zebe, however, the storm image occurs so 

often that it becomes the predominant emotional image of the 

play. The public unrest regarding matters of state and the 

attempt to reconcile love and honor in the minds of the prin

cipal characters are given constant reflection by references 

to storms, restless winds, and uneasy seas. 

Naturally enough, the storm is most often applied 

to Aureng-Zebe; for his mind is a constant warfare between 

his desires and the duty which honor requires of him. The 

line of his destiny is mixed and affected by the fates of 

so many others that in several places he gives vent to the 

fury of his frustration and passion with a portrait of him

self as besieged by the force of winds and waves. The climax 

of his declaration of love to Indamora is the most violent 

of these s tormy speeches: 

Love mounts, and rowls about my stormy mind, 
Like fire, that's born by a tempestuous Wind. 
Oh, I could stifle you with eager haste! 
Devour your kisses with my hungry taste! 



Rush on you% eat youl wander o'r each part, 
Raving with pleasure, snatch you to my heart! 
Then hold you off, and gaze! then with new rage 
Invade you, till my conscious Limbs presage 
Torrents of joy, which all their banks o 'rflo:w l 
So lost, so blest, as I but then could know!!~ 
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There is in this speech a primitive passion which is supple

mented by the force of a storm and which suggests the power 

of animal nature as well as natural elements. 

Indamora, on the other hand, is always spoken of as 

the calm that follows a storm or as a ship which provides a 

haven of rest for those who have been tossed about by storms 

at sea. This is a contradiction to the fact that in all 

other imagery she is portrayed in the role of one possessing 

a harmful influence because of her unhappy fate; and the 

paradox created by her dual nature provides the only example 

of storm images used in opposition to the idea of an unfavor

able destiny. She herself supplies a possible explanation 

when she acknowledges the calm image applied to her charac

ter but implies that she has acquired such a state of peace 

only after braving the storms of her life: 

Now, with full Sails, into the Port I move, 
And safely can unlade my breast of Love; 
Quiet, and calm: why should I then go1~ack, To tempt the second hazard of a Wrack? 

Ot her storm images in the play follow the plot 

rather closely and touch on all important emotional features 

of the action. Storms embrace the idea of the conflicting 

llAct IV, Vol. IV, pp. 141-142. 

12Ibid., p. 141. 
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armies, the struggle between love and honor, and the emotions 

of anger, grief, and despair. The old Emperor has storm 

images used in connection with him as the sport of fate and 

as a ruin against which beat the overpowering follies of 

old age: 

And, like a naked Tree, my shelter gone, 
To Winds and Winter-storms must stand expos'd alone.l3 

In this play fate is proof against the Divine Right of the 

Emperor, who is as subject to ruin as are any of the other 

characters. 

Twice there is the image of sailors seeking the 

promised coast that will prove a haven from the ruin of 

passions. The picture which such images present is closely 

akin to Aureng-Zebe's speech that shows man blinded by hope 

so that fate can work for his downfall. Arimant voices the 

better of these two images pertaining to lost mariners when 

he says, 

So Mariners mistake the promis'd Coast: 
And, with full Sails, on the blind Rocks are lost.l4 

Certainly it is passion that produces the ultimate defeat 

of those who meet their deaths in the play. 

When one analyzes Aureng-~ and The Conquest of 

Granada, especially, one finds consistency of imagery and 

emotional development which do a great deal to discredit 

claims against the unrelatedness of Dryden's plays. 

13Ibid., p. 1)8. 

14 Act II, Vol. IV, p. 103. 



III. Fate, Love, and Honor 

Since love and honor are definitely the two themes 

predominant in the heroic tragedies, it will be necessary 

to determine their connection with fatalism in showing the 

impact of fate upon the principal emotional strains of the 

plays. Any important element of Dryden's tragedies finally 

assumes some relation to the conflict provided by these two 

motivating impulses of human nature; at times fate symbolizes 

the conflict, and in other instances it is the explanation 

for the conflict. 

Almahide's definition of honor sets forth its pur

pose in relation to the emotions and desires against which 

it is pitted: 

Yes; 'tis the Conscience of an Act well done: 
Whic h gives us pow'r our own desires to shun. 
The strong and secret curb of headlong Will~ 
The self reward of good; and shame of Ill.lJ 

Honor is, perhaps, the only bulwark against fate that the 

characters are shown to possess. Since passions are generally 

regarded as the curse of malicious Fortune, honor, being "the 

strong and secret curb of headlong Will," is the one ration

alistic element of heroic character as Dryden presents it. 

Love, on the other hand, is not a product of reason; 

for it thrives when emotion is allowed to rule, and it em-

braces the characteristics of fickleness that men despise 

in fortune. In fact, love and the hope attendant upon good 

15The Conguest 2f Granada (Part II), IV, iii, Vol. 
III, p. 142. 



fortune are often referred to as possessing the same qual

ities: 

'Tis a Consumption, which your life does waste: 16 Still flatt'ring you with hope till help be past. 

Almanzor further substantiates the fact that love is a 

blinding emotion when he says, 

"'Tis an Enc han tnt en t where the reason's bound. nl? 

Love and fortune are so much alike in their basic natures 

that love, as in Tyrannick Love, is often described with 

the same images that are used to portray the blind Goddess 

of Chance: 

Of Fates, and fighting Kings, their Instruments, 
I could with greater certainty foretell; 
Love only does in doubts and darkness dwell. 
For, like a wind, it in no quarter stays; g 
But points and veers each hour a thousand ways. 1 

In the concept of honor the characters incorporate 

a number of ideas which uphold the struggle of individual 

dignity against the human affinity for foolishness. Fortune 

is most triumphant when there is a weakness in the emotional 

character of a person, and fate is ever a prey on the lives 

of those who maintain no strong code of personal ethics. 

The plots of the plays inevitably provide reward for honor

able character; those who preserve their honor at the risk 

16Ibid., III, iii, Vol. III, p. 127. 

17Ibid., p. 128. 

lBIV, i, Vol. II, p. 359. 
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of losing everything that their emotions demand are the ones 

who ultimately find satisfaction in life. The inconstancy 

of Almanzar's nature is poor proof of this theory, but even 

the many changes of his hand in battle are done because he 

believes each time that his honor has been wronged. The 

same explanation for Montezuma would apply to his turning 

against the Ynca; and Cortez, although he openly denies 

honor in favor of Cydaria's love, later has occasion to 

change his mind and act in accordance with more noble prin

ciples. Maximin apparently has no honor, and his defeat is 

quite appropriate for the villain who has no concern for 

anything but those matters pertaining to his own selfish 

interests. Divine Right is of little avail for those rulers 

who are bereft of a fundamental honor. 

In Aureng-Zebe, a play in which the conflict between 

love and honor is the main focusing point of the drama, both 

feelings receive a better definition and are consequently 

more consistent in their effect on the plot. They are also 

given a more definite relation to the ruling power of fate. 

There is much discussion in this play about the con

flict between love and honor which fate supposedly creates 

for spi t e. The old Emperor feels that honor for him is in

herent in his Divine Right and that he is compelled by no 

necessity to justify himself in his duty to those who are 
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beneath him in power; however, this assumption of his is 

proven incorrect, and, where honor is concerned, no author

ity is infallible. That Aureng-Zebe recognizes the need to 

demonstrate his honor as well as to possess it shows a 

heightened awareness of the individual relation to fine 

character. Nobility is ever a quality that must be won from 

the vicissitudes of life; no element of man's conception 

provides for an automatic sense of right and honor; one must 

force it from the adversities of his environment and make 

it triumph over the characteristic weaknesses of his human 

nature. Thus the struggle between love and honor is also 

a struggle of strong against weak, of the elevating in human

ity against the emotions which degrade man and reduce him 

to a plane of sensual perception only. 

The basic evil of fate and fortune is that they con

spire against any pattern of life that upholds human dignity; 

for they are seemingly devoted to making their victims the 

sport of circumstances and to breaking down a man's honor 

so that he will become servile to their power. 

Unrequited love serves as the tool of fate and for

tune in breaking a person's guard against an entirely emo

tional approach to his problems. Successful love, an element 

which is rarely found in these plays, does not owe its ori

gin to fate but is rather a happiness that is forced from 

the evil powers: 



Must I new bars to my own joy create? 
Refuse, my self, what I had forc'd from Fate?19 

Where love is noble and conceived on the basis of honor, 

there is the feeling that it stands strong enough to resist 

the antagonism of fate to human happiness: 

''Such be our Loves as may not yield to Fate. n 20 

Love seen as an unelevating emotion, however, appears as 

nothing more than another trick of fortune aimed at confus

ing the important issues of human life: 

Love is an aery good Opinion makes; 
Which he who onely thinks he has, partakes. 
Seen by a strong Imagination's Beam; 
That tricks and dresses up the gaudy Dream. 
Presented so, with rapture 'tis enjoy'd: 21 
Rais'd by high Fancy, and by low destroy'd. 

Heroic character is, as a rule, entirely emotional; 

seldom is a character able to view his love rationally and 

with clear judgement. Although there are, as with Aureng

Zebe, persons who do choose honor and are ultimately capable 

of reconciling it with their love interests, this satisfac

tory fusion of the two objectives is more often a result of 

coincidental action than it is of personal choice. Character 

does not emerge from a triumphant metamorphosis to stand as 

its own reward. The reward of greatness is a desired love 

or a coveted throne, and in this Dryden shows once more 

19Aureng-Zebe, Act V, Vol. IV, p. 158. 
20rbid., Act III, Vol. IV, p. 117. 
21 rbid., Act I, Vol. IV, p. 98. 



88 

that the heroic plays subordinate character in favor of 

developments which affect the plot. Correspondingly true 

is the fact that fate acts only for whatever impact it will 

make upon the action, and its destructiveness in the final 

form is not, as in a fine tragic sense, directed at the 

defeat of human will, but at the frustration of man's outer 

actions. 

IV. Fatalism and Death 

From a study of imagery in the heroic plays there 

appear to be two or three opposite views of the relation 

which fate has to death. With regard to the fact that the 

realm of death is always an unknown state, this conflict of 

ideas is not surprising. In his attitudes toward death man 

portrays both his expectations of an after life and his 

dissatisfaction with his earthly existence. The characters 

realize that "justice and law are abstract, and have no 

respect for individual persons, who moreover are partly at 
22 

the mercy of force and chance"; and the prospect of life 

after death offers, at least, a straw at which man can grasp 

for his reassurance that "justice must compensate hereafter 

f . . . . 1 • 1' f "23 or 1UJUSt1Ce 1D tn1S 1 e. 

The belief in fate has such power over the human mind, 

however, that moments of despair serve merely to elicit the 

22 't 7 Greene, 2£· £!_., p •• 

23 Ibid., p. 6. 



acknowledgement of fate after death; it is apparently hard 

for the characters to think with hope of the after life 

other than as a release from their present state of misery. 

Death may well be the means to a spiritual existence in 

which there is justice and peace, but there is no certainty 

of happiness. And this uncertainty becomes the co~~on char

acteristic of all att itudes toward death, whether or not 

such ideas bear any other resemblance in their explanation 

of the after world. 

One of the most interesting images associated with 

death is one which represents death as a crossing over into 

an unknown territory. This image is repeated with various 

implications which suggest that the act of dying is a "short, 

dark passage to a future state.n24 Also related to the idea 

of death as a "dark passage" is the mention, in several of 

the plays, of man crossing a river before he attains his 

eternal destination. The association of death with a river 

recalls, of course, the River Styx in Greek mythology, across 

which the souls of the dead were compelled to cross before 

they could reach either Hell or Elysium. F'rom Tyrannick 

Love comes a speech that views death as a river into which 

man mus t eventually plunge: 

As some faint Pilgrim standing on the shore, 
First views the Torrent he would venture o're; 
And then his Inn upon the farther ground, 
Loth to wade through, and lother to go round: 

24Aureng-Zebe, Act V, Vol. IV, p. 151. 



Then dipping in his staff do's tryal make, 
How deep it is; and, sighing, pulls it back; 
Sometimes resolv'd to fetch his leap; and then 
Runs to the Bank, but there stops short agen; 
So I at once ---
Both heav'nly Faith, and humane fear obey; 
And feel before me in an unknown way. 
For this blest Voyage I with joy prepar~; 
Yet am asham'd to be a stranger there.~' 
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There is much speculation in this play about death and its 

effect upon the individual. The image of a river is preserved 

throughout in references to dying, and the act of casting 

oneself into the stream is regarded with extreme distaste: 

Could we live always, life were worth our cost; 
But now we keep with care what must be lost. 
Here we stand shiv'ring on the Bank ~gd cry, 
When we should plunge into Eternity. ··· 

Strangely enough, in Tyrannick Love it is the two 

Christian women who display the greatest dread of death; in 

their religion they feel assured of some certainty in what 

they can expect from the beyond, but their fear of dying re

futes the belief they have of being rewarded for their earth

ly life. Al so in t~is play there is apparently no nobility 

attached to a calm acceptance of death as there is in the 

other four tragedies. Even Maximin, who feels that he is 

in command of fate and the gods, evinces great reluctance to 

die. The belief in spiteful fate ruling the underworld does 

not occur in Tyrannick Love to suggest a possible explanation 

for the fear of death; in the other plays, where the function 

25Iv, ii, Vol. II, pp. 371-372. 

26v, i, Vol. II, p. 382. 
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of eternal fate is accepted, there is considerably less 

significance attached to dying. Such a contradiction has 

more connection with character than it does with matters of 

belief, however; for attitudes toward life and its problems 

more often reflect personality rather than emotional devel

opment. Thus Maximin and St. Catharine, with less apparent 

reason to fear death, are cast as characters who dread the 

after life in order that their inherent weaknesses may be 

shown. Perhaps weakness of character is incorrect when 

applied to St. Catharine, but none of Dryden's women char

acters display the strength of will and purpose that dis

tinguishes his heroes. 

In the other heroic tragedies references to death 

are not so consistently represented by a single image, such 

as, for example, the river in Tyrannick ~; but in the 

variety of explanations presented about death there is a 

decided preponderance of images dealing with the relation 

between death and fate. In the underworld fate is thought 

to stay "where elements in discord dwell"; 27 and in the 

darkness of the under regions she concocts additional miser

ies that will punish man after his death: 

Thus, when I have no living force to dr~~d, 
Fate finds me Enemies amongst the dead. 

Fate joined with death usually assumes the form of 

27The Indian Queen, III, ii, Vol. I, p. 227. 

2BThe Congues! of Granada (Part II), Act V, Vol. 
III, p. 16r 
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the Furies, recalling the Harpies of the Greek underworld. 

In the form of the pursuing force, fate takes an active 

part in driving men to their deaths. It and the grave, in 

the personified forms of the imagery, conspire to defeat 

man and satisfy their lust for his downfall: 

It does not les sen Fate, nor satisfie 
The Grave, 'tis true, when friends together dye. 29 

The greediness of death demands satisfaction in the form of 

human beings reduced to the lowest level of unhappiness and 

grief. And fate, who brings about the ultimate surrender 

of a character, realizes her greatest victory when the per

son has been robbed of even his miserable life: 

'Tis done before, (this mighty work of Fate !j0 And I am glad your Swords are come too late. 

Despite the fact that death and fate are usually 

linked in a union that works for the defeat of man, death 

also is considered as the only sure release from fate and 

the unhappinesses engendered by the passions that create stri f e 

in life: 

Would my short Life had yet a shorter date! 
I'm weary of this flesh which holds us here, 
And dastards manly Souls with hope and fear: 
These heats and colds still in our brea~ts make War, 
Agues and Feavers all our passions are.Jl 

"Agues and Feavers all our passions are" is the cry of those 

29The Indian Queen, II, ii, Vol. I, p. 219. 

30Tyrannick ~' V, ii, Vol. II, p. 393. 

31The Indian Emperour, II, i, Vol. I, p. 291. 
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who adhere to the concept of life as emotional response and 

of those who are unable to resolve the conflict of their 

wills in an environment they do not comprehend. 

Death as release from the miseries of earthly life 

constitutes an element of hope in the tragedies. However, 

it is paradoxically true that fate and death are often linked 

in the same imagery because one is the result of the other; 

fate directs all her efforts toward bringing death to the 

individual so that she can have complete control over him 

in the after world. Nevertheless, death is still an unknown 

state; and while there is lack of certainty, there is also 

t he possibility that it will contain peace and rest for the 

soul. From a sense of desperation the characters find it 

necessary to believe in the good that death may offer; for 

the absolute tragedy of their lives needs a dramatic release 

of tension that the possibility of eternal contentment gives 

to the emotional tone of the plots. 



CHAPTER IV 

THE AESTHETICS OF FATALISM 

Man has never been satisfied merely to create; for 

united with his productive artistry is his need to analyze 

and discover what features of his art contain the character 

of fine workmanship, of truth, and of beauty. Human con

sciousness reacts to the influence of aesthetic qualities 

in a manner that too often defies explanation or analysis, 

however; and the search for a standard of beauty, applicable 

to all forms of human expression, is a quest that usually 

becomes lost in a labyrinth of misconceptions and irrele-

vancies. To attempt a definition of beauty is as difficult 

to accomplish as is the scientific explanation of all elusive 

manifestations of nature. Science cannot reduce to formula 

the inherent characteristics of fine art any more than it 

can explain a moonbeam's magic; and "aesthetics is in fact 

only a pseudo-science or pseudo-philosophy, •• • • Its 

subject-matter is such wavering and deceptive stuff as 

dreams are made of; its method is neither logical nor scien

tific."1 To attain a definition of beauty is practically 

impossible, "and even in its proper place the definition 

would owe any value it possessed to the process by which 

1E. F. Garritt (ed.), Philosophies of ~!auti (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1931), p. ix. 

94 



95 
2 it had been produced." The study of such a process by 

which aesthetic principles have gradually evolved is help

ful in determining both the nature of man's search and the 

inquiring impulses that fostered his need for knowledge of 

the beautiful in his art. 

I. The Development of Aesthetic Attitudes 

The history of aesthetic awareness in artistic 

thought begins long before literary criticism had matured 

sufficiently to assign terms to the various feelings regard

ing creative beauty. In fact, there were vague stirrings 

of this awareness in the mind of primitive man; his recrea-

tion in design and color of what he viewed about him in the 

universe displays the promptings of some inner yearning for 

beauty. His worship of only outward beauty was in keeping 

with the level of his appreciative ability. Imitation of 

what pleased some unnamed sense of longing in his nature 

satisfied early man in both a material and a spiritual man

ner. His striving for sensual pleasure found its end in 

the attainment of what brought him satisfaction; and the 

reason for his pleasure or his desire was not then a sub-

ject tha t troubled his mind. 

With the advent of what we term the "civilized era," 

man's worship of outward beauty was not sufficient satisfac

tion for the advanced state of reasoning to which he had 

2E. F. Garritt, The Theory of Beauty (London: 
Methuen and Company, 191~ p. 3. 
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progressed. There began in his mind the first questionings 

of what engendered certain feelings in his response to var

ious objects; his desire to know himself became intrinsically 

bound in his attempt to explain why he reacted as he did to 

the features of his environment. What elusive quality of 

an object occasioned him pleasure when he beheld it? vfuy 

did one sound elicit a different emotional response than 

another? What was it about art that made it recognized by 

all men as art? The nature of these questions indicates 

the course man's reasoning followed in its quest for valid 

answers. In fact, the question-and-answer method was the 

form adopted by Greek philosophers for the presentation of 

their ideas; for the question, posed either individually or 

in a group, is the basic unit of all theoretical discovery. 

"Man then has seldom been long contented to create 

or perceive beauty without attempting also to understand 

what he was doing; sometimes with a vague intention of thus 

furthering these activities themselves, but sometimes, also, 

from a purely theoretic impulse."3 Progressing from the 

Homeric era in which "gold and glitter" constituted their 

sole aesthetic concern, the Greeks turned their eyes to the 

inherent qualities of fine art and philosophic speculation.
4 

The very qualities of their own art inspired the Greeks to 

3Ibid., p. 2. 

4Frank P. Chambers, Cycles of Taste (Cambridge, 
Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, I928), PP· 3-16. 
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make an investigation into their regard for beauty, and their 

conclusions, reached through intricate processes of analysis, 

have greatly clarified the aesthetic studies of subsequent 

thinkers. Many of their theories have since been disproved; 

many of their ideas have failed to withstand the test of 

time and inquiry; but the Greeks did establish a direction 

toward which modern philosophers have aimed their questions 

regarding aestheticism in art. A brief summary of the ideas 

of the early philosophers will serve to show both their 

failings and their accomplishments in the realm of theoretic 

beauty. 

Professor Carritt points out that "our judgement of 

philosophical importance must depend upon what we think the 

aim of philosophy to be,"5 and he recommends the study of 

Plato and the questions posed by Socrates and his contempora

ries on the exact nature of beauty as observed in all objects 

to provide a basis for determining all matters of aesthetic 

importance: 

While there is hardly any notable progenitor who has not 
left his mark among the features of the modern theory, 
the ancient contained the seed of all within its loins. 
And here it seems easier to understand the earlier than 
the developed stage. For through the skill of6Socrates 
the Platonic philosophy was born fully formed. 

Plato represents Socrates as inquiring into the 

essential character of beauty, employing a questioning 

5Philosophies 2f Beautl, p. xxiii. 
6 
Ibid., p. xxiv. 



attitude apparently new to the discussions of artistic 

circles at that time. In all thing~ beautiful, he says, 

there must be one common quality which prompts men to re

gard them as lovely; but the fact that all objects can be 

beautiful according to their construction creates confusion. 

How can a person and an inanimate object both be called 
; 

beautiful when they contain no likeness to each other at 

all? Yet beauty in both can exist, and the search to de

fine the intangible quality of beauty that applies to all 

things forms the guide to his reasoning. Speaking through 

the words of Socrates, Plato takes into consideration the 

possible importance of morals, truth, and usefulness as 

they could determine beauty; and his conclusions definitely 

indicate that beauty is not just truth or good. Many 

things we recognize as beautiful bear no relation to what 

is truly correct from a moral standpoint. Usefulness cannot 

apply either; for beauty is its own reason for being. 

~men discussing imitation and intuitive knowledge 

both Plato and Aristotle explained the essence of beauty. 

They perceived that the appeal of beauty affects the soul 

and the f eel ings which emanate from the soul. Those objects 

that we call beautiful are the objects most closely resembling 

what the spirit recognizes as an imitation of divine reality; 

"for this reason poetry is S. ·more philosophical and important 
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thing than history; for poetry tells us rather the univer

sals, history the particulars.n
7 

As expression approaches 

an exact imitation of universal truth, it becomes beautiful 

and possesses aestheticism. Plotinus accepted the ideas of 

his predecessors and further explained the relation of 

beauty to the intuitive knowledge of the soul: "Our belief 

is that the soul, being what it is, and belonging to the 

world of true reality, when it sees what is akin to it or a 

trace of kinship, acknowledges it with transport and is re-
S 

minded of itself and of its own things." Whereas Plato 

and Aristotle analyzed beauty as it found expression through 

various mediums, Plotinus felt that beauty can be contem

plated without the aid of the senses, that beauty appre

hended by intelligence was greater than physical beauty, 

and that "the soul is beautiful in virtue of intelligence, 

and other things are beautiful so far as the soul gives 

them form. n9 He indicated, however, that the imagination 

gives birth to a concept of artistic beauty in the mind, 

and this concept is transferred through some medium into 

actual expression. The idea of beauty is imitated in the 

work of ar t so that those who behold it recognize, through 

their own feeling for beauty, the achievement of the artist 

?Aristotle, The Poetics, ed. T. E. Page et al., 
The Loeb Classical Library (Cambridge, Massachusetts: 
Harvard University Press, 1939), ix, P• 35. 

g 
Cited by E. F. Garritt, Philosophies of Beauty, 

p. 45. 
9 Ibid., p. 46. 
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in copying the ideal. 

Later philosophers were not so clear in their ideas 

regarding beauty as were the ancients, but meanwhile the 

art of literary criticism began to take more definite form. 

After Dryden, within the writings, for example, of such men 

as Burke, Hegel, Schopenhauer, and Croce, the foundations 

of aesthetic principles appeared. Contained within their 

philosophies were various beliefs regarding beauty, and 

their conclusions, too numerous for mention here, point to 

a heightened awareness of aesthetic art. Without exactly 

answering the Platonic question of what constitutes the real 

essence of beauty as contained in various things, Professor 

Garritt feels that Croce is much clearer than the other 

philosophers in asserting that there is a single unity in 

all beauty. 10 For the most part, however, philosophers 

since Dryden's age and since the eighteenth century were 

concerned with the application of beauty in the arts rather 

than with beauty as a quality in itself. Attention to the 

medium of expression was noteworthy. 

II. Drama as Aesthetic Expression 

The question of what constitutes art in drama is a 

query that has been considered by all philosophers who have 

dealt with the expression of beauty in any form. Drama and 

10Philosophies of Beautx, p. xxvii. 
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poetry were the two great mediums of literary expression 

when the first aesthetic inquiries were made by the ancients; 

and since their time subsequent critics and thinkers have 

also considered the drama as fundamentally suited for aes

thetic appeal in art. The fact that drama embraces, more 

than the other arts, the essence and scope of actual life 

makes i t a form that contains the very seeds of human be

havior. And in selecting the drama for specific analysis one 

is not taking a passing medium of expression; for "a medium 

so adaptable to time and place, so iwnediate in appeal, so 

capable of sounding the gamut of human emotion, will not, 

while man remains recognisable as man, pass out of vogue.nll 

It is also t r ue that ''the instinct f or drama is universal 

in man.nl2 Because drama is so vitally concerned with 

people--in its composition, its content, its production and 

interpretation, and its enjoyment--it is more than anything 

else a record of humanity, written not as separate vignettes , 

but as a connected epic. In drama we find practically 

every principle of expression that gives rise to aesthetic 

response in those who behold it; there are universality of 

emotion and behavior, the illusion of reality in life, the 

contemplation of the actual, and the harmony of design and 

structure. 

11Halcott Glover, Drama ~ Mankind (Boston: Small, 
Maynard and Company, 1924), p. 10. 

12Milton Marx, The Enjoyment of Drama (New York: 
F. S. Crofts and Co., 1940), p. 1. 
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Tragedy is, then, a representation of an action 
that is heroic and complete and of a certain magnitude-
by means of language enriched with all kinds of ornament, 
each used separately in the different parts of the play: 
it represents men in action and does not use narrative, 
and through pity and fear it effects relief to these 
and similar emotions. ) 

These are the words of Aristotle on the nature of tragedy 

as it is conceived and as it makes its appeal. In this 

definition he recognizes the fundamental elements of art as 

they are found in tragedy; for tragedy does not make us 

emotional; it purges our emotions and brings the realization 

of emotion in others--a sense of reality through contempla

tion. Gian Gravina (1664-1718), who expressed his views on 

poetry and tragic drama much as Aristotle had, refers to 

the illusion of reality that drama produces: "· ••• the 

poet, by images referring to nature and by lively pictures 

resembling the true existence and nature of the imagined 

things, moves and excites the imagination, exactly as the 

realities do."14 Continuing his analysis of the power and 

duty of drama he further explains that "poetry is a kindly 

magician, it is a delirimn which purges us of madness •••• 

Vulgar minds, which are almost entirely wrapped in the mists 

of imagination, are closed to the stimulus of truth and of 

knowledge through universals. If these are to find entrance 

there, they must be embodied in figures apt to the fancy. 

By means of sensible images, the laws of nature and of God 

13Aristotle, QE• ~.,vi, p. 23. 

14cited by Garritt, Philosophies of Beauty, ii, 
p. 58. 
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are introduced into the popular mind, and the seeds of re

ligion and morality are sown.n15 Thus through the medium 

of example and language drama produces the beauty found in 

universal emotions and universal truths of human nature so 

that people can behold the action and apprehend the truth. 

The recognition of these universals occasions aesthetic 

response. 

Dryden speaks of the need for universal principles 

in drama when he says: "That is not the best Poesie, which 

resembles notions of things that are not to things that are: 

though the fancy may be great, and the words flowing, yet 

the Soul is but half satisfied when there is not Truth in 

the foundation."16 In the same essay Dryden answers an 

attack made upon the purpose of his tragedy by replying: 

"I never heard of any other foundation of Dramatique Poesie 

than the imitation of Nature; neither was there ever pre

tended any other by the Ancients, or Moderns, or me, who 

endeavour to follow them in that Rule.n17 From the drama 

of Dryden, then, one can expect a great deal of true reality; 

but reality without certain reservations destroys beauty 

in literar y expression, and Dryden realized this. 

Therefore, in addition to imitation, there must be 

another function of art, or of drama in particular: the 

l51Qi£., vii and xi, p. 58. 

16nA Defence of an Essay of Dramatique Poesie," 
1h! Dramatic ~orks, I, 262. 

171Qi£., p. 263. 
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creation of psychical distance18 in the minds of those 

people who behold the work. In the drama we not only see 

what we would like to be, what we fear to be or fear to 

happen, but also gain an objective view of reality in human 

life, even in the most incidental occurrences; we gain a 

dramatic concept of life which we ordinarily lose in pro

portion to the lack of perspective we have in daily living. 

We might say that drama, even though it is enjoyed by an 

audience not necessarily acquainted with the principles of 

aesthetics, gives or preserves for us a psychical distance 

in regard to life and people that the average person needs 

but can rarely hope to gain in relation to his private 

existence. Dryden was aware of this need for distance in 

drama, even though his essays dealing with this need are 

vague in their analysis of it; and he often justified 

various of his dramatic elements on the basis that they 

were important as an elevating element--an element necessary 

for a truly aesthetic interpretation of drama, and especially 

of life. He does not, however, employ the terms of aesthetics ; 

for aesthetics as a special psychological study or science 

15r use here a term to which my attention was called 
i n a Seminar in Aesthetics under the direction of Dr. Wiley, 
who introduced the concept of psychical distance to her 
students and led them to read a scholarly discourse on the 
idea by Edward Bullough: "'Psychical Distance' As a Factor 
in Art and an Aesthetic Principle," British Journal of 
Psycholog~, V (June, 1912), 102-103. The phrase-wpsychi-
cal distance" was introduced into scholarly criticism of 
Restoration Drama by Dr. Wiley in her Rare Prologues and 
Epilogues (London: Allen and Unwin, 1940~. 
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had not then been defined or developed. But the critic's true 

sense of art had manifested itself in him and led him to the 

formulation of dramatic concepts that are essentially 

aesthetic in their nature. In speaking of objectivity in 

drama and of the psychical distance created by the use of 

verse Dryden says: 

But I will be bolder, and do not doubt to make it good, 
though a Paradox, that one great reason why Prose is not 
to be used in serious Plays, is because it is too near 
the nature of converse: there may be too great a like
ness; as the most skilful Painters affirm, that there 
may be too near a resemblance in a Picture; to take 
every lineament and feature, is not to make an excellent 
piece; but to take so much only as will make a beautiful 
Resemblance of the whole; and, with an ingenious flattery 
of Nature, to heighten the beauties of some parts, and 
hide the deformities of the rest.l9 

There are many other passages in his essays which indicate 

that Dryden recognized psychical distance and endeavored to 

make it a predominating feature of his drama. His success 

in this effort is adequately illustrated by his use of lan

guage, imagery, and emotional expression. He is also suc

cessful in various other efforts to give his drama beauty in 

form and thought. 

III. Fatalism as an Aesthetic Element 
in Dryden's Heroic Tragedies 

As fatalism in Dryden's heroic tragedies has been 

treated with regard to all elements of the plays that it 

affects, so it will also be considered for its aesthetic 

19~., pp. 257-258. 
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merit, both in its individual expression and in its rela

tion to other elements that foster an over-all sense of 

beauty in the drama. 

There must be purpose behind all imagery, whether 

it be implied or expressed; for, according to Professor 

Prior, 

•••• we must start with the assumption that there is 
an essential relationship between the particular way in 
which words are used in these plays and the order in 
which they are used, and the totality of the final 
product. Complete artistic wholeness could not have 
been added to a dramatic design as a kind of final 
adornment. Since the form is dramatic, then all the 
means used had to be ordered to dramatic ends. Under 
no other ~brcumstances could artistic success have been 
possible. 

Through the use of all imagery there is created a particular 

kind of dramatic or emotional tone which is a source of 

aesthetic delight and a reflection of the dramatist's crea

tive purpose in the play. The type of image used conveys 

meaning for the dramatic tenor of the tragedy, and it makes 

possible an economy of words entirely out of proportion to 

the feeling it is used to represent. The power of the image 

is such that it also creates depth of meaning in the drama: 

Figures of speech, ambivalent words, and the like in
volve a reference to at least two aspects of reality 
or experience seen in relation to one another. In a 
richly poetical play the dramatist draws from so wide 
a range of impressions for his figures and gives to 
individual words so many special and intensified 
accents that by the accumulation of association and 

20QE. £~., pp. 2-5. 
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Thus the imagery dealing with fatalism, as with other sub

jects, can be analyzed for its emotional effect, its represen

tative voicing of the dramatic mood, and its symbolic nature 

in the tragedy. 

The opening lines of Aureng-~ will illustrate 

the prominent role that fate assumes in molding the emotion

al, dramatic, and symbolic elements of the tragedy. 

ARIM. Heav'n seems the Empire of the East to lay 
On the success of this important day: 
Their Arms are to the last decision bent, 
And Fortune labours with the vast event; 
She now has in her hand the greatest stake, 
Which for contending Monarchs she can make. 
What e'er can urge ambitious Youth to fight, 
She pompously displays before their sight: 
Laws, Empire, All permitted to the Sword, 
And Fate could ne'r an ampler Scene afford. 

ASAPH. Four several Armies to the Field are led, 
Which, high in equal hopes four Princes Head: 
Indus and Ganges, our wide Empires Bounds, 
Swell'd their dy'd Currents with their Natives wounds: 
Each purple River winding, as he runs, 
His bloudy arms about his slaughter'd Sons. 

FAZEL. I well remember you foretold the Storm, 
When first the Brothers did their Factions form: 
When each, by curs'd Cabals of Women, strove 
To draw th' indulgent King to partial Love. 

ARIM. What Heav'n decrees, no prudence can prevent. 
To cure their mad Ambition, they were sent 
To rul e a distant Province each alone. 
What could a careful Father more have done? 
He made provision against all, but Fate; 
While by his health, we held our peace of State. 
The w~ight of seventy Winters prest him down, 
He bent beneath the burthen of a Crown: 

2lills!., p. 13. 



$ickness, at last, did his spent Body seize, 
And life almost sunk under the disease: 
Mortal 'twas thought, at least by them desir'd, 
Who, impiously, into his years inquir'd: 
As at a Signal, streight the Sons prepare 
For open force, and rush to sudden War: 
Meeting, like Winds broke loos~ upon the M~in, 22 To prove, by Arms, whose Fate 1t was to Re1gn. 

10$ 

The first two lines of this play imply that the 

characters and the events in the tragedy are but pawns in a 

game which fortune has designed for sport. The characters 

are not to be given a fair chance in the game; for fortune, 

to insure that the results are to her liking, is not only a 

spectator but also a participant; she provokes the conflict 

and then assumes an important role in it to be certain that 

there is sufficient agitation to prolong the war. The pic

ture of fortune as an emotional agitator at the beginning 

of the play serves as a symbol of her significance through-

out the tragedy; for whenever the personification of fortune 

occurs, there is presented the image of her ruling and 

creating emotional reactions. And the emotional relations 

of the characters are what constitute the tragedy and bring 

ruin to those involved. Thus fortune represents the spirit 

of dramatic change in character, in action, and in the 

fluctuating emotions about which the drama is built. 

Fate is symbolic of all evil in the play. The 

bloody battlefield, the strife, the hatred, the slaughter, 

and the divided kingdom are ordained by fate, and she could 

----------------------------- -----
22Act I, Vol. IV, pp. 89-90. 
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"ne'r an ampler Scene afford." True delight, then, is in 

her arrangement of these conditions. The suggestion of an 

impending storm and the ultimate web of ruin in which many 

of the characters are caught stem from fate's plan to reduce 

to misery all those beneath her power. It is a dark note . 

on which the play opens ; for the characters realize that 

disaster is inevitable and that they can make "provision 

against all but Fate." Thus the force of evil is the one 

element of their lives which cannot be controlled, and in 

acknowledging this , the characters create a mood of pessimism 

that becomes the dramatic mood for the entire play. 

It has been argued earlier in t his thesis that fatal

ism exerts a definite emotional influence upon the viewer 

or reader of heroic tragedies and that it also has a rela

tion to the use of all emotion-strains in the plays. In 

keeping with the nature of fate, images pertaining to it 

are emotionally violent rather than serenely philosophical; 

they express a sense of urgency in their depiction of life; 

and they harbor the pessimism that develops when hope is 

dead. If there is lack of cause and effect in the plots of 

the plays , there is also lack of causality in fate. The 

i nability of man to control fate is portrayed in the imagery 

and preserved in the characters' unsuccessful attempts to 

control their emotions. Since "the language of poetry is 

generally directed away from the literal and toward the 
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symbolic,n23 fatalistic imagery is symbolic rather than 

literal expression. That Dryden had no regard for the liter

al meaning of fate and its various forms has been illustrated 

in the preceding chapters; therefore, such a fact should be 

considered for its implications. Assuming that there is 

an artistic purpose behind the use of fate, then the reader 

may say that fatalism as a dramatic element is expressed 

for the creation of mood and emotion and that it assumes 

thereby its proper role in the tragedy. As a religious be

lief without particular connection with the total tragic 

nature of the plays, fate is unimportant in the dramatic 

analysis of Dryden's tragedies; but the artistic need for 

which it was employed is evident, and it justifies the 

dramatist's use of it. 

Viewed objectively and in the totality of its ex

pression, fate appears in a personified form, serving as 

the actual force, comparable, perhaps, to the wind, which 

drives together the clouds that bear, instead of rain and 

lightning, the conflicting forces and the destructive ele

ments of society and environment. Fate is the dark angel 

who hover s above the lives of the characters, pushing and 

driving their lives and their actions, like the storm winds, 

into the narrow channels of self-destruction from which 

there is no escape. One feels beneath the surface of the 

narrative the tempestuous waves of emotion and feeling that 

23Prior, QE• £!1., p. 12. 
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prompted Dryden to draw his images from dark colors and 

bold movement. There is a congruous blending of all ex

pression in the plays; it is all related, and it presents 

a perfectly matched combination in its color scheme and its 

emotional fabric. The realization of this creative pattern 

involving fate brings the sense of beauty in design and the 

aesthetic appreciation for which fate, with its attendant 

gloom and its heavy emotional appeal, was conceived as a 

symbolic element of the heroic tragedy. 

Apart from what it adds to the dramatist's achieve

ment in the beauty of design and emotional coloring, fatal

ism also contributes to the sense of distance necessary for 

aestheticism in the tragedies. There are certain necessary 

characteristics of every piece of art which create the illu

sion of anti-realism and contribute distance psychologically. 

"Certain subjects, taken from mythical and legendary tradi

tions, at first closely connected with the concrete, practi

cal life of a devout public, have gradually, by the mere 

force of convention as much as by their inherent anti-realism, 

acquired Distance for us today.n24 Distance, if not too 

wide, ge t s rid of emotional response made to social and ethi

cal characteristics of the characters, and the play removed 

in time does not permit the reader of today to acquire the 

viewpoint from which the tragedy was written then. Removed, 

24Edward Bullough, "'Psychical Distance' as a Factor 
in Art and an Aesthetic Principle, British Journal Qf 
Psychology, V (June, 1912) , 102-103. 
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as we are today, from the belief in a compelling destiny 

which denies the power of man's will, it is easier for us 

to look upon a Restoration tragedy built about the evil de

signs of a personified fate and obtain from it an unbiased 

picture of personal emotions colored by mental struggle and 

physical conflict. And physical distance from a twentieth 

century viewpoint is scarcely greater than it was for the 

seventeenth century audiences with regard to these same 

plays; for Dryden preserved for his generation the same 

distance emotionally when he chose foreign settings, un

familiar religions, and a time in history prior to his own. 

Because it represents a breach in actual time as well as in 

belief, the expression of fatalism is instrumental in foster 

ing an aestheti c interpretation of the heroic tragedies. 

Elevated above the standard of reality accepted by contem

porar y audiences, the plays make an appeal through universal 

principles rather than through particular emotions. The 

characters become as mere actors on the stage; they have no 

reality for us apart from the medium in which they are 

created, and in creating a sense of fictitious reality they 

assume t heir true importance as elements of an aesthetic 

whole. The superficial nature of the characters, in both 

word and philosophy, delivers the playwright from any attempt 

at sheer realism; but this overdrawn portrayal of their emo-

tional reactions enables us to recognize the universal, timeles s 
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qualities that are the basis for their actions. The contrast 

here is the important achievement; by placing side by side 

the two divergent elements, Dryden creates a better picture 

of the real and the unreal. 

The fact that in these tragedies Dryden ac hieves 

psychical distance is not just a happy occurrence of chance 

in their creation; for he was definitely aware that drama, 

to be artistic, demanded certain elements which would lift 

it above sheer realism. In his criticism he more than once 

argues that the good dramatist is bound to utilize those 

features of dramatic expression that will make his plays 

conform to poetic rather than realistic standards. Dryden's 

concern for this principle of creative art seems to have 

been most strongly manifested in his regard for verse as 

the proper medium in tragedy; and he defends his use of 

verse on the grounds that it is more truely poetic and 

correct fo r dramatic expression than is prose: "It is very 

clear to all, who understand Poetry, that serious Playes 

ought not to imitate Conversation too nearly. If nothing 

were to be rais'd above that level, the foundation of Poetry 

would be destroy'd.n25 Whether or not Dryden's conscious 

concern for distance in his art was directed only toward 

his manner of expression is more difficult to ascertain; 

there is scant mention in his criticism of other dramatic 

25nor Heroique Playes," f:h~ Dramatic Works, III, 19. 
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elements as they destroy or preserve objective beauty in 

the plays. His feeling for the function of drama in matters 

of psychical distance is aptly defined in his regard for 

verse, however. Professor Prior explains that there is a 

formal relationship between the use of verse and the dramatic 

characteristics of the drama: "Artistic success in the use 

of verse in tragedy, or of any style which attempts to 

approximate verse or take advantage of the effects possible 

through it, is contingent on an essential formal relation

ship between a diction poetically conceived and ordered and 

the dramatic character of the work.«26 Thus it may be assumed 

that Dryden, in championing verse as the proper medium of 

artistic drama, felt also the relationship of poetic ex

pression to other elements, emotional and structural, that 

would uphold the total aesthetic appeal of tragedy. 

In order to evoke an aesthetic response in the 

reader, it was also necessary for Dryden to express the 

universal in human nature--to make the emotional reactions 

of his characters typical of human behavior and attitude 

toward a definite factor of man's experience. By throwing 

about the characters in the heroic tragedies the shadow of 

a superincumbent fate and by making their mental and physical 

responses to this governing power a chapter in man's eternal 

struggle for a rational, well-ordered existence, Dryden cap-

tured the principle of universality of human emotion. The 

26o •t 15 ~- £!_., p. • 
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persons of the tragedies believe their fate to be a personal 

one; they are wholly and completely concerned with only the 

features of man ' s servility to fate that affect them direct

ly; yet they express in their own situation and in their 

own words the lament of universal man who is unable to cope 

with that intangible force of his internal and external 

nature. This acceptance of fate, passive or otherwi se, 

this pessimistic realizat ion of man's i nadequacy, i s not 

a new or a unique philosophy expressed in the plays; it be

comes in the art form the cry of men in all ancient and 

modern generations of history who have given a spiritual or 

personified identity to that power above them which they 

have blamed for their personal reverses of fortune. By 

identifying truth with beauty, as many philosophers have done, 

the reader finds a great deal of exquisite expression in 

Dryden's drruna . The feelings and emotions of those who 

strive for honor, who crave love, and who thirst after 

power show such a closeness to actual hwnan experience that 

they are bright with the beauty which one observes in any

thing close to the true essence of human nature and exist

ence. This illusion of truth or reality creates an aesthet

ic experience for the reader when he becomes aware of the 

universal application that may be given to the thoughts and 

expressions of the fictitious characters; and there is 
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nothing taken from the aesthetic appeal because the basic 

truths of human nature are not grounded in more familiar 

and realistic settings. In fact, without the psychical dis

tance created by the obscurity of place and belief, it would 

be difficult to impress audiences with universality in par

ticular expression. Essentially correct, then, is the assump

tion that the dramatist has gained artistic effect in his 

plays through the mythical medium of expression. 

One other aesthetic appeal of Dryden's heroic trag

edies that may be experienced is a feeling of "empathy." 

"If it be granted that in aesthetic experience movement is 

always present, and must be always present,n27 then it may 

be important to examine the fatalistic content of the plays 

in order to determine whether or not such an element is in 

any way responsible for an empathic appreciation of the 

drama. From the analysis of the role which fate assumes 

in the heroic tragedies, it appears fairly certain that 

some importance of movement can be attached to its usage; 

for, as has been shown, fate above all acts as a motivating 

agent in the action and is responsible for vigorous images 

and a sense of dispatch in all the actions of the plots. In 

fact, most of Dryden's images and alliterative devices give 

a kinesthetic reaction to the reader because of the muscular 

nature of sound and picture. Images dealing with fate are 

27Louis Arnaud Reid, A Stud~ in ~thetics (New 
York: Macmillan Company, 1931), p. 87. 
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aggresive in their meaning as well as in their actual por

trayal of the thought expressed; they are, as a rule, con

cerned with action, and they are conceived in action; they 

run the gamut of the emotional and physical actions of which 

man is capable. The conclusion must be that fate is decided

ly important in its contribution of movement and the result-

ing empathy that it offers for those who feel its influence 

on the action of the tragedies. 

IV. The Total Significance of Fatalism 
in the Heroic Tragedies 

The study of fatalism in Dryden's heroic tragedies 

holds more significance than a preliminary survey might in

dicate; for as a tragic element fate cannot be divorced 

from the complete dramatic effect or from any of the impor

tant dramatic elements that constitute the real and im~ediate 

impression of the tragedy. A study of fatalistic imagery 

must necessarily be a study of all imagery and of all those 

features of the plays that are intrinsically contained in 

the imagery. Fate personified assumes a motivating impor

tance; fate as a belief clarifies religious matters. Fate 

account s for emotional response, for character portrayal, 

and for aesthetic reaction to the art form. Certainly fatal-

ism, with its emotional nature and its tragic association 

with the lives of men, cannot be called merely an insignif

icant part of the tragedies; and in so far as it is more 
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than poetic adornment, it can be said to preserve in its 

basic concept the true spirit of tragic drama, and especially 

of heroic tragedy. 
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