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Tragic Ritual and the Hero 
 

Henry B. Williams 
 
(Henry Williams's Fellows Address was delivered at the ATA Convention in Los Angeles, August 10, 1976. In the 
Convention program it was given the title, "High Tragedy and the Hero.") 

 
 In the beginning, man, as the Bible tells us, walked to and fro in the earth and up and down in it. His two 
major concerns were his need for sustenance, and for the propagation of his kind. Prey to every danger from the 
elements, which could be both kindly and terrifying, he sought ways to harness these elements, to placate them, to 
ally himself with them, bargain with them, use them and ultimately control them for his well-being. Unpredictable 
as they were, man took the physical world without understanding it, and developed an approach to them through 
ritual and magic. 
 Ritual may be described as a set of acts, thoughts or words, performed to obtain from Higher Powers a 
desired end or condition. Essentially it became a search for identity, both one's own identity and man's identity under 
the Gods. Ritual included bargaining as well as Thanksgiving and with a sacrificial offering up which would serve to 
remind the Gods of their covenant with men. Finally, it became a prayer for fruitfulness, for healing, and, most 
importantly, for the restoration of order. 
 The ancient world developed rituals without number covering every human need. Many of these are lost, 
but can be discerned through the myths and tales of every ancient civilization, for myth is essentially an 
embroidering of earlier ritual acts. This can be seen in the narrative of such tales as the great creation poem 
described in the first chapter of Genesis. This epic most probably derives from a six-day creation ritual, during 
which each day a sacrifice was offered up to God in thanksgiving. At the close of each daily ritual, God accedes to 
their gratitude with the ritual blessing: "Be fruitful and multiply!" 
 The murder of Abel by Cain is an even more direct ritual sacrifice for continuing bounty and fertility in the 
gift of food. It comes down to us in a severely edited version, but behind the myth the action is clear enough. 
 Rituals for the warding off of evil were used as a kind of insurance for the well-being of the tribe or clan. 
The account in I Kings: 16, of King Hiel, who laid the foundations of Jericho in his first-born son, and set up the 
gates thereof in his youngest son Segub, for the safety of the city, is an example of a ghastly human sacrifice. The 
live burial of Hiel's two sons to become ghostly guardians of Jericho, echoes a widespread practice. Mary Renault 
uses this rite in The King Must Die and the rite is referred to by Robert Frost in The Mask of Reason. Such cruel and 
bloody rites were not practiced much beyond the 5th century B.C. for reasons which will be examined later, but they 
were probably usual prior to that time. Human sacrifice was indeed the accepted way by which man placated his 
Gods. In all these acts, and others without number Man was slowly approaching Theatre and the tragic sacrificial 
drama. 
 Ritual cannot exist without the Gods. Not until man acknowledged the existence of higher powers which 
bring both good and evil to him has he any need to approach them. Professor Bowra, in The Greek Experience, 
states that "Man invented his Gods to explain the inexplicable."  Man, even early man, invented his Gods, defined 
their limits of power, named them so that he could call upon them and ally himself with them and reverence them 
and their vast power. 
 The caveman of the paleolithic was probably the one who first knew his Gods. There is no written record, 
and only drawings and artifacts found in his caves make up the sum of the surviving material, yet it is probably 
enough, for the caves contain little clay figurines of females whose enlarged reproductive organs indicate their hope 
for fertility. Not until aeons later does one find representations of the male generative organs, leading to the 
conclusion that in early times the female represented the single creative power. Seemingly the female gave virgin 
birth without warning and, to them, in a magical manner, making the clan wholly dependent on her for the 
continuance of their kind. 
 The earliest myths of Sumer tell of a goddess Nammu who is the head of the divine court, giving birth to a 
world egg, which is broken apart by a male God Enki, a kind of "god of all work." He throws one half of the egg up 
to form the sky and the other half forms the earth. In Greek legend the goddess Eurynome gives birth to a similar 
egg with similar results. 
 The Gods were expanded to include personifications of the four elements of earth, sky or air, water and 
fire. Beyond these the sun and moon and stars all were deified. Each of these gods had cruel as well as kindly 
aspects, and the naming of them permitted approaching them to urge their kindness and to exorcise their crueler 
aspects through prayer and ritual which was done by suggesting and imitating the desired end. This is Imitative 
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Magic Ritual. 
 Imitative magic grew out of a belief in animism. That is the belief that all living things contain spirits that 
must be placated, but correctly approached could be cajoled, flattered, coaxed and controlled and eventually 
captured. The importance of this to Paleolithic man was to make his food supply easier to obtain. This is the period 
of man the hunter, the grubber of herbs whose entire dependence was on the animals of the hunt and a plentiful 
supply of herbs. In imitative magic he made drawings on his cave walls which were an attempt to catch the spirit of 
the food animals and make them willing victims for the spears of the hunters. These drawings were potent magic. 
 Yet the drawings may also be a record of an even more potent ritual act which was performed by the tribe. 
In many of the cave drawings along with the hunt animal itself are curious "stick figures" holding spears, obviously 
indicating tribesmen acting out the kill. The arrangement of these figures has a choreographic "feel", which may 
indicate dances done in ritual imitation of the hoped-for success in the actual hunt. Possibly a kind of shorthand plan 
and record of the positions of the dancers poised for the kill, in a ritual dance that was known to be acceptable to the 
gods. Variations in this ritual were probably not tolerated, and the painting was there to tell them how to do the rite 
and how far they could go, and no farther. 
 A number of cave drawings have come down to us showing a man costumed as the hunt animal. These 
appear in African drawings as well as in European caves. Possibly the best known one comes from the Trois Freres 
cave in France. This drawing of the costumed personage has an x-ray quality that shows the man beneath the 
costume. He wears an animal mask with antlers and he has a goat's beard on his jaw. The body is covered with the 
skin of a deer or elk and his hands and feet are gloved to resemble bear's claws. Obviously this conglomerate 
costume represents not a single animal but several kinds of animals, all representative of the ones they desired to 
control. 
 This drawing has been called "The Sorcerer" for want of a better name, which suggests that the 
anthropologists consider him a probable Shaman. All tribes seem to have had one man who had proved his 
extraordinary power to communicate directly with the gods. The conjecture is that this shaman drawing represents 
the first actor. On the other hand, the Shaman is also considered to be, in his priestly capacity, the planner and 
supervisor of rituals, a celebrant rather  than an actor. If this is so, it seems far more likely that this costumed figure 
was indeed the first, or at any rate a very early actor. A sacrificial figure who impersonated the hunt animal and 
whose real slaying in the ritual became imitative magic which caused the real animals to submit to the hunters in a 
like manner. If this is so, then it is the earliest concept that "one must die for the good of the people." It will be 
recalled that those words were used by Caiaphas, the shaman high priest in justification for the crucifixion of Jesus, 
the actor. In New Testament times, Hebrew religious thought had developed well beyond this, but it is evident that 
the recollection of the rites of human sacrifices lingered in the memory of man up to this time, and beyond. 
 All this early ritual is admittedly conjectural, but certain details lead one to believe that this is more than 
extrapolation. At the dawn of the Neolithic period which followed, and from its very beginning, similar rituals, 
rather more sophisticated in development, are already present. The essential conservatism of both religion and 
theatre would lead one to assume that an existent ritual, based on the hunt, has been adapted to the new civilization 
of farming and husbandry. The old nomadic life of the hunters, wandering from one place to another in search of 
food, is replaced by primitive settled communities in the Neolithic. This extraordinary change occurs when man 
began to understand the processes of procreation. Without this knowledge farming and husbandry cannot exist, but 
the change that this knowledge brought was even more marked in man's relations with his gods. The Phallic 
Revolution, if we may call it that, freed man from abject reliance on the whimsical creations of the women. Now, he 
himself could, in some degree, control the continuance of his race, now able to reproduce his kind in the face of fire, 
floods, war and even famine. One early biblical tale included in the Moses cycle tells of a plague attacking the 
wandering Israelites. It is assuaged by Moses holding up before them a brazen serpent, which, when they look on it 
they are healed. 
 In the light of this new knowledge the gods suffer a sea-change. The primacy of the Goddesses was 
challenged, for no longer was woman conceived as the source of creation and life. It was man now who became the 
creator giving his seed to the passive mother. As late as the 5th century B.C. Aeschylus in the Eumenides points this 
moral. Apollo, bringer of light, acting as lawyer for Orestes in his trial for matricide, reminds the Athenian Jury that 
the Mother is not the parent of the child. The creator-husbandman plants his seed in the woman just as the sower 
drops his seed in the receiving earth to plant his crops. The mother, like the gardener, tends and nurtures the 
husbandman's seed during his absence. Ancient Hera, hitherto the chiefest of the gods in Greece, is superseded by 
Zeus. But the revolution left scars, for Hera is shown accepting her demotion with very bad grace, always nagging at 
her new consort and at times even stealing his potent magic, his thunderbolts. Tales of the Goddess Demeter show 
her only a little less disturbed, but she has her own problems with Hades of the Underworld. 
 The Phallic Revolution, in addition to freeing man to a degree from superstitious fear, also brought with it 
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sobering understanding of the fact that he himself was one with all living things. The wonder of his god-like 
creativity is temporary for he has no control over death. The Prophet Isaiah as late as 750 B.C. compared man's life 
to the grass of the fields; "All flesh is grass!" The Psalmist reflecting on this same problem says of men; "They are 
like grass which groweth up, in the morning it flourisheth and groweth up, in the evening it is cut down and 
withereth" (Ps. 90:5-6). Like grass they noted that the seed was cast into the ground in the Spring, in the summer it 
flourishes and in the winter it is cut down and cast into the oven. This division of man's existence, couched in the 
three part form composed of Birth, Life and Death, will be echoed by Aristotle who maintained that tragedy as a 
picture of man, the hero has a Beginning, a Middle and an End. Quite possibly this tripartite form had its origin in 
the ancient Hunt Drama aeons before. 
 The Bible and the Greek Myths show man as the creator-Hero, made in the likeness of his gods, able to 
perform astounding feats, yet vulnerable through his human-ness. Sophocles' great paean to man in the Antigone 
describes man's almost limitless powers; death being the only thing over which he has no control. This was a 
warning to man not to attempt to exceed mortal bounds. To do so was to commit the sin of arrogance or pride, which 
they called Hubris. If the Hero ventured beyond mortal bounds punishment awaited him, and death, with the gods 
consenting to his doom. Yet it was this very taboo which acted on the perversity of the Hero who knowingly or 
unkowningly offered himself as sacrifice that mankind might live more abundantly. Prometheus stole the divine fire 
from heaven as a gift to men and paid for the deed in torture; but thereby he gave the race of man means of 
establishing a greater order in the earth. 
 The Virgin-born Hero of the Hunt Drama then becomes in the Neolithic age, a hero born of a virgin mother 
who has been impregnated by a god. Cretan Mythology tells of Zeus, born of virgin Rhea, who began as a fertility 
king, was offered up yearly  in mid-Winter, and reborn in the Spring. In his sacrifice he was torn apart and his blood 
drunk and his flesh eaten by the people that they might partake of the God. This rite was performed on a throne 
draped with Tyrrian purple carpets, a setting that will be recalled by Aeschylus when Agamemnon walks over 
purple carpets to his sacrificial doom. Dionysos, whose name appears in the Minoan Linear B texts, was likewise a 
yearly king before he joined the Olympian hierarchy as the god of wine, which became surrogate blood, and 
combined with Demeter of the earth, who gave man bread. The taking of bread and wine is further example of 
neolithic ritual reflecting the Phallic Revolution. It also suggests that the much earlier impact of the Minoan 
civilization may perhaps have been greater than we have been aware. 
 Out of these tales it is possible to discern, at least dimly, the scenario of the year long Phallic observances. 
A Hero is born of a virgin impregnated by a God. He grows to manhood and knowingly or unknowingly he becomes 
the chosen vessel of the Gods. At his consenting to become the Hero, he is re-born as a god and the bringer of 
fertility. In the Spring he copulates with the earth in imitative magic to urge the increase of the food store. The 
Biblical tale in Genesis of Onan, who went into Tamar and at the supreme moment withdraws and spills his seed 
upon the ground. This account, as we have it is an inverted tale severely edited by the horrified Hebrew redactors in 
later times, but the action remains clear enough. Probably other rituals followed through his summer reign, during 
which he was worshiped and adored, continuing until mid-Winter when he suffered his final passion. This was the 
saddest and the holiest time of the religious year. The partaking of the body and the blood followed, but the sadness 
remained until his re-birth in the Spring. Most of the biblical accounts tactfully omit these bloody details which 
surely followed; yet this rite is not unknown even in the Bible. We catch a glimpse of this in some passages in First 
Isaiah, where the Prophet, in horrified tones, relates the weeping of the virgins for Tamuz-Adonis' yearly offering 
up. Thus the scenario of the life and passion of the phallic hero.   
 There is another ritual, which also bears upon the Hero, and may be equally a part of the invention of 
tragedy. This is the scapegoat ritual which was practiced by the ancients time out of mind. It differs from the phallic 
ritual in that the hero is rarely self chosen and his consenting is forced on him, and he becomes, rather, a victim. He 
is, in fact an unwholesome member of the tribe or clan, and in the rite he is banished from the midst of the 
community. This is the rite of Elimination and not Exorcism. Unwholesome as he is he bears away the collective 
sins of the community which the priest-Shaman has loaded upon him. The rite is clearly described in Leviticus. 
 Aaron acting as Shaman-High Priest purified himself before the Lord by offering up a slain bullock. He 
then takes two male goats and casting lots over them chooses the scapegoat. The other goat is then slain and offered 
up upon the altar. Aaron then lays his hands on the scapegoat and transfers all the sins of the people onto the goat 
and sends it by the hand of a "fit" man into the wilderness and looses it there. This elimination of the communal sins 
is followed by a rite of propitiation which seals the reconciliation of the people to the Lord. 
 In the Greek version of this rite, the scapegoat is a man, as the tale of Oedipus makes abundantly clear. 
Oedipus carries away into his wilderness not   only his own sins but the sins of Thebes, freeing the city from plague 
as he is driven out by Tiriesias, the Shaman seer. Long after, through contrition and propitiation, he is reconciled to 
the Gods and is led by Theseus, another Shaman figure, into the sacred grove of Elleusis and disappears from the 
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sight of men. The death of Moses in the Bible is a parallel tale, where, because of his sins he is denied entry into the 
promised land with Joshua, but is taken by the Lord up Mount Nebo and buried "and no man knoweth his grave." 
Moses represents a scapegoat cleansing of Israel before their entry into the Promised Land. 
 Patently the Greek version of this rite is the older variant. Oedipus is a human and not an animal sacrifice, 
and the transmission of this version has its origins in the period 2000 to 1800 B.C. The Hebrew version, probably 
originally equally old, has been edited and softened by the Hebrew scribes who were recording the oral tales to 
written scrolls around the period of 500 B.C. Their purpose was not only to retain the ancient wisdom, but to edit it 
to the demands of Yahweh worship which was even then growing toward a religion of the spirit. Human sacrifices 
were no longer palatable nor endurable. As in many other cultures of that time the Goat became the unique phallic 
animal, indeed some vase paintings convey this idea quite clearly. However, the question arises: What was the 
reason for this change in sacrificial rites? 
 Beginning around 750 B.C. and continuing down to 500 B.C. a wave of moral teachers arose throughout 
the ancient world who challenged every concept of man's relations with his gods and his fellow-men. This is the 
time of Lao Tsu and Confucius in far off China, of Gautama Buddha in India, of Zoroaster in Persia, and Thales, 
the first Greek Philosopher; and supremely and earliest it is the period of the Prophets of Israel, of Amos, Hosea and 
the first Isaiah. 
 In 750 B.C. the prophet Amos crossed over from little Judah into Israel and stood before the ritual 
procession at the cult shrine at Bethel. Facing Amaziah, the High Priest, he said: "Thus sayeth the LORD! I hate, I 
despise your feast days, I will not smell in your solemn assemblies. ... but let justice run down as waters and 
righteousness as a mighty stream." To the Prophets, ritual was hateful to Yaweh. For them the propitiation of 
Hubris lay not in atonement but in contrition. In a return to God with a broken and contrite heart which HE would 
not despise. Hosea echoes this: "I desire mercy and not sacrifice and the knowledge of God more than burnt 
offerings." God welcomes the penitent as Isaiah showed: "Come, let us reason together sayeth the Lord; Though 
your sins be as scarlet, they shall be as white as snow; though they be red like crimson, they shall be as wool." 
 To the Prophets, God undercuts the ancient sacrificial observances with Divine forgiveness and deep 
mercy. Sacrifice is based on Justice alone which mercy is able to void. Vain oblations is the kindliest description 
that the Prophets hold. Their vision of a God who reigned alone over all the world and ruled it through justice, 
righteousness and mercy and loving kindness was a stupendous concept, and it was echoed in varying degree 
throughout the known world of that time. Yet it was the prophets of Israel who saw it most clearly. From them we 
learn that it becomes man's duty to imitate God in all his ways. The removing of the tension that had ever existed 
between God and man was a glorious concept ... and it removed any chance for the Hebrews to evolve true theatre. 
 The Greeks, brilliant as they were, never reached the religious heights on which the Hebrews dwelt. For 
them, the tension and suspense remained. "Be ye perfect, even as your Father in Heaven is perfect!" is not the stuff 
of drama. The Gods remain implacable to the Greeks and they judge man according to his accumulated Hubris and 
condemn him in the end. The Hebrews struggled with theatre, but even there, the one drama that has come down to 
us, Job, has for a hero one who "is perfect and upright and one who fears God and eschews evil." No Greek would 
have touched that theme, for they were unable to conceive such a hero. 
 Nevertheless the Greek phase of this moral revolution worked vast changes on their own approach to ritual. 
Unlike the Hebrews whose sole concern was with God and His ways, the Greeks delved into the manifestations of 
the power of the gods on the earth through science and philosophy. Out of their studies came a curiously similar 
softening of the ancient bloody rites. Some myths that have come down to us have two separate versions; one 
ancient and the other modified by the new understanding. The myth of Iphigenia in its earlier version tells of her 
child sacrifice, being offered up by her father, Agamemnon, for favorable winds for the Greek expedition to Troy. 
The later version tells of Artemis with uncharacteristic mercy, snatching her from the sacrificial pyre and carrying 
her off to Tauros. Again, the tale of Helen in the Iliad shows her to be a decidedly a-moral woman whose willing 
abduction begat the Trojan War. The later version tells of the gods spiriting her away to Egypt, while a ghost of 
Helen sailed with Paris to Troy. Parenthetically, it may be noted that both of the later versions became comedy 
material for Euripides; while the earlier version of one of them became tragic material to Aeschylus.  
 The moral revolution had a vast effect on man's thinking from the 8th century onwards. Yet it would be 
unrealistic to think that these great truths gained immediate and universal acceptance. Ritual oblations certainly 
continued, though perhaps slightly less bloody and cruel in performance. Perhaps it was here that Human Sacrifice 
ceased and animal sacrifice was substituted. The Prophet Amos did not stop the sacrificial observances at the shrine 
of Bethel. Amaziah, the high priest, merely turned to him and said: "O thou seer! Go flee away into the land of 
Judah, and there eat bread and prophesy there. But prophesy no more at Bethel!" Ancient cult practice was an 
unconscionable time a-dying, and may not be dead even yet. 
 However, one cannot view the earlier form and the reform as entirely antithetical. Like two overlapping 
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circles, a fair section of both agreed on the inevitability of suffering as man's lot. Both agreed that man's atonement 
for sin lay in vicarious suffering. The sharp divergence arose in the interpretation of God's acceptance of pain and 
sacrificial death as a means of establishing Divine Order. Ancient ritual demanded suffering as the price of sin. The 
prophetic reform envisioned suffering, not as an end in itself, but the means by which man might learn more clearly 
the ways of God. Aeschylus, in The Agamemnon states it thus: 
 
  Knowledge won through suffering 
  Drop, drop in our sleep 
  Upon the heart 
  Sorrow falls Memory's pain 
  And to us, though, against our very will, 
  Even in our own despite, 
  Comes wisdom 
  By the awful grace of God. 
 
 By the end of the 6th century B.C. the Hebrews and the Greeks, each in separate ways, had worked upon 
the age-old sacrificial rite, gradually changing the form into masterpieces of religious art and understanding. To the 
Greeks it becomes the High Tragic Theatre, in which the heroes are seen as mediators between the gods and men. 
Here the old blood sacrifice becomes a reconciliation of vast optimism, drawing glory from suffering, a true 
cleansing which purged mankind of sin. 
  The Hebrews, at the same time, came to a similar understanding, but with far deeper penetration. Israel, as 
a nation had known suffering from time out of mind, sustained only by their ancient covenant with Yaweh "I will 
take you to me for a people, and I will be your God." In 500 B.C Judah, the remnant of Israel, lay in captivity in 
Babylon. Then miraculously they were permitted to return to their homeland. Suddenly, this seemed to them the 
personification of the tragic rite, with Israel itself as the hero, whose sacrifice was not for themselves alone, but for 
all the world: Israel as the universal redemptive figure. A great poet, whom we know only as the second Isaiah saw 
this tragic vision as the glory of the ancient rite apotheosized. Suffering degradation, persecution and death through 
the willing self-abasement of a single hero to reconcile Israel, and all men to Yahweh, and from the hero's sacrifice 
he and the world emerge triumphant and glorified. 
 
  Behold, my servant shall deal prudently, 
  He shall be exalted and extolled and be very high 
  For he shall grow up before us as a tender plant, 
  And as a root out of the dry ground: 
  He is despized and rejected of men; 
  A man of sorrows and acquainted with grief 
  And we hid as it were our faces from him 
  He was despized and we esteemed him not. 
  Surely he has borne our griefs, 
  And carried our sorrows: 
  Yet we did esteem him stricken, 
  Smitten of God and afflicted; 
  But he was wounded for our transgressions, 
  He was bruised for our iniquities, 
  The chastisment of our peace was upon him 
  And with his stripes we are healed. 
  He is brought as a lamb to the slaughter 
  And as a sheep before shearers is dumb 
  He opened not his mouth. 
  And he was numbered among the transgressors; 
  And he bare the sins of many, 
  And he made intercession for the transgressors. 
       (Isaiah 52-53) 
 
 This great vision of Isaiah came as a healing balm. This poem which turns the ancient vengeance and 
bloody rite for fertility into a willing and living sacrifice of the purest love, changed the thrust of the religion of 
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Yahweh completely. It unquestionably became the guiding force in the life of Jesus of Nazareth. When the 
evangelists came to set down the course of his life, they cast their accounts in the tripartite form of the ancient rite; 
Birth, Life and Death! 
 High Tragedy is a lonely genre. After the great Greeks and Isaiah, it ceases entirely, not to be revived until 
the time of Elizabeth I in England. There it miraculously reappears in some of the plays of William Shakespeare. 
Hamlet, King Lear, Macbeth and Romeo and Juliet are all true high tragedies. In them, the hero, consenting to the 
sacrifice as in Hamlet and Lear, or reluctantly, as in Macbeth, hears the ringing call and becomes one with 
Aeschylus' Prometheus and Sophocles' Oedipus. That agonizing cry of Hamlet: "The time is out of joint, O cursed 
spite, that I was born to set it right!" could be the answer to the call to Job out of the Whirlwind: "Gird up thy loins 
now like a man, and I will demand of thee, and answer thou me!" 
 William Shakespeare alone of all that glorious generation glimpsed the tragic heights. Other Elizabethans 
and Jacobeans, enticed by melodrama, remained below where blood flows free. The Duchess of Malfi is light years 
away from King Lear. 
 From Shakespeare down to our time, the high tragic theme has lain dormant. Yet recent playwrights have 
attempted to approach the tragic heights. Eugene O'Neill in Desire Under the Elms, follows Euripides with a hero, 
who like Hippolytos sacrifices himself for a kind of order. In Mourning Becomes Electra, he attempts to deal with 
the complexities and the profundities of Aeschylus' Orestiea, but like the Jacobeans he was seduced by melodrama. 
Marc Connelly's The Green Pastures comes closer to the form and pattern of High Tragedy. In it mankind haltingly 
leads God, the hero, to a true reconciliation with men through the sacrifice of His Son. 
 The modern playwright who comes nearer the source is Friederich Durrenmatt, the Swiss dramatist, in his 
The Visit Of The Old Lady. In it, a woman, goddess-like, demands the sacrifice of her chosen one, as the price for 
the restoration of order in the dying town. The hero, like the suffering servant, is exalted and eventually brought low. 
His call to self sacrifice at first is evaded, but is forced upon him by his self-seeking townsmen. In the final scene 
where his coffin is born to the train to be carried away, the town takes on new life. It is an odd play for our time, and 
like high tragedy itself, stands in a kind of lonely grandeur. 
 From the 17th century onward, and especially during the period of the Enlightenment, man has tended to 
forget his reverence for the gods, and especially his own oneness with all living things. Perhaps only in the present 
man finds himself less secure and like the ancients is striving to establish an understanding or to gain knowledge of 
the inexplicable. Indeed, such tragic themes are being attempted even in pieces such as Godspell and Jesus Christ 
Superstar. 
 Not long ago, Robert Frost in his Masque of Reason, dealt brilliantly with high tragedy. The play is set on a 
lonely atoll, 1,000 years after the original confrontation in the Book of Job. God comes to Job to thank him for his 
sacrifice which, He says, sets God free to reign. Before that, he continues, he had to punish evil and to reward the 
good. Job asks the reason for his sacrifice, but God evades all reasons. Finally Job asks God why it had to be at his 
(Job's) expense, to which God replies: 
 
  It had to be at somebody's expense. 
  Society can never figure things out. 
  It has to see them acted out by actors 
  Devoted actors at a sacrifice... 
  The ablest actors I can lay my hands on. 
 
 
 


