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SUMMARY

Art and Death: The Tragedy and Mourning Play in Walter Benjamin’s
Origin of the German Mourning Play

Hitoshi TANAKA

In this essay, I interpret the first part of Walter Benjamin's (1892~
1940) Origin of the German Mourning Play (first published in 1928) —
in which he distinguishes between tragedies (Tragodie) and mourning
plays (Trauerspiel) — on the basis of his theory about the boundary
between reality and art or about the limits of artistic expression.

According to Benjamin, the one-time-only death of heroes in
Greek tragedies indicates a typical quality of phenomena in reality that
is inaccessible by any artistic expression. The death of the protagonist
can be depicted only as an event that never occurs here and now in
theatrical space but may supposedly have occurred elsewhere in an
indefinable past time.

Contrarily, the iterative nature of death in mourning plays
indicates a typical quality of artistic expression inaccessible in reality.
A character’s death does not mean his/her definitive end — the dead
can intervene in the world of the living. Because the depicted world has
appropriated the theatricality of the mourning play, no event in it occurs
only once and nothing is irreversible.

I conclude that tragedies and mourning plays thematize, from
opposite perspectives, death as the limit of artistic expression.



