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The Good Girls of Tragedy

William Shakespeare created the characters of Lavinia, Ophelia, and Cordelia so that they are like images of one another.  Each of these women belongs to a different Shakespearean play, yet each tells the same nature of story – one of tragedy.  Perhaps the three characters are able to become one character given that their experiences so closely parallel one another.  Each girl is young, beautiful, and available as Titus Andronicus, Hamlet, and King Lear open. The relationship shared between each of the girls and her father is exclusive and devoted, yet rather than enjoy the closeness the girls suffer because of it. Lavinia is raped and mutilated as part of Tamora’s revenge upon her father, Titus.  Ophelia is set in the motion of madness by the oppressive temperament of her father Polonius.  Cordelia’s spoiled and ungrateful father, King Lear, disinherits her after she refuses to flatter him. To complete the tragic scheme, each girl loses her life in an unsettling way that either directly or indirectly involves her father. 


Lavinia is the only daughter of Titus Andronicus.  Andronicus is a noble Roman warrior who is intensely committed to his own code of ethics, so committed in fact that he appears stubborn and boorish. His inflexible manner alienates him from those he loves.  Only Lavinia arouses the gentleness in Titus.  The closeness of the pair is grasped upon Titus’s return from battle and his reunion with Lavinia, at which time he proclaims: 



Kind Rome, that hast thus lovingly reserv’d 



The cordial of mine age to glad my heart!



Lavinia, live, outlive thy father’s days,



And fame’s eternal date, for virtues praise! (Titus, I. i, 165-168)

From this speech, it seems that Lavinia is a significant reason that Titus fights to preserve Rome and her presence clearly initiates elation in Titus. 


While I do not dispute the fact that Lavinia and her father share a mutual love for one another, it is essential to acknowledge the way in which Titus treats his daughter as a pawn in an attempt to satisfy his own desires.  In the first act of the play Saturnius offers to marry Lavinia saying: “Lavinia will I make my empress…/ Tell me Andronicus, doth this motion please thee (Titus Andronicus I. i, 240-243).  Titus immediately accepts without first consulting his daughter.  By making such a decision without Lavinia’s consent, Titus portrays the lack of respect and disregard for personal judgment that he has for his daughter.  It could be read that Titus has Lavinia’s best interests at heart and for this reason wants to marry her highly and soundly.  Yet, when Bassianus, the man she really loves and brother to the emperor, lays claim to Lavinia, Titus is outraged.  He calls Bassianus a “villain” and refuses to let him “Barr’st me (Titus) my way in Rome” (Titus Andronicus I. i, 290-91).  Titus reveals that he is a proud man, too proud in fact to let anyone stand in the way of what he wants.  Not only will Lavinia’s running off with Bassianus sever ties with the emperor it will also embarrass the Andronicus family, in particularly Titus.   


Because Titus and Lavinia appear so close, she is the prime target for Aaron and Tamora’s plot of revenge.  After Bassianus is killed, Demetrius and Chiron rape and mutilate Lavinia in the most gruesome of ways.  She becomes a mute and horrifying presence.  When he sees Lavinia, Titus, initially full of grief, becomes overwhelmed with anger and the obsession for revenge.  Deprived of communication and robbed of chastity, Lavinia becomes a source of humiliation and embarrassment for Titus.  Lavinia is a burden to him; she is no longer a commodity with which to bargain political and social status.  Titus pities himself as much as he does his disfigured daughter.  


At the close of the play, during the final revenge, Titus presents the emperor with the story of the “rash Virginius” who slain his daughter because “she was enforc’d, stain’d, and deflow’r’d” (Titus Andronicus V, iii, 36-38).  The emperor agrees that the father was doing his daughter a favor by taking her life.  Titus deems the emperors agreement as approval and slays his own daughter Lavinia.  Titus seems to think that his situation is comparable to that of Virginius and thus must be handled in a like matter.  As Titus is killing Lavinia he says; “Die, Die Lavinia, and thy shame with thee, / And with thy shame thy father’s sorrow dies” (Titus Andronicus V.iii, 46-47).  Titus can no longer stand to watch Lavinia suffer.  This is a brutal and inhumane act from a man who is indirectly responsible for the condition of his daughter.  Lavinia’s death is the final representation of her father’s control over her life. 


Hamlet’s Ophelia suffers much the same fate as Lavinia.  Ophelia is the daughter of Polonius and the sister of Laertes. Throughout the beginning of Hamlet, Ophelia is portrayed as a secondary and unimportant character.  She is characterized as beautiful, kind, simple, innocent, and all things pure, yet Ophelia lacks a strong will.  She is the beloved of Hamlet as revealed by the letter written by the Prince and read to the King:  “To the celestial and my soul’s idol, the most beautiful Ophelia” (Hamlet 2.ii. 109-110). Though she obviously cares a great deal for Hamlet, it is difficult to tell by the way that she willfully succumbs to Polonius and Laerte’s warnings to stay away from the Prince.  Laertes portrays himself as a brother concerned that his sister will get hurt in the game of love.  Polonius on the other hand chides Ophelia saying: 

Do not believe his vows, for they are brokers, 



Not of that dye, which their investments show, 



But mere [implorators] of unholy suits,



Breathing like sanctified and pious bonds,



The better to beguile  (Hamlet I, iii. 127-131). 

Polonius tells Ophelia that she is mistaken to take Hamlet’s vows for truth because a Prince could not love below his social class.  He continues telling Ophelia that by believing that her love for Hamlet is reciprocated, she is embarrassing herself and more importantly her father.


Ophelia again proves her naïve countenance and weak character when she agrees to become a pawn for her father.  She allows herself to be used in Claudius and Polonius’s attempt to prove Hamlet’s madness.  Ophelia serves as a foil to see what Hamlet will say so that the two schemers can determine the real cause of his madness.  The very idea that Polonius would agree to, let alone suggest, such a proposal is evidence of the nature of his relationship with Ophelia.  If he were really concerned that Hamlet were mad and that his daughter was the root of the lunacy, one would think Polonius would be more cautious and concerned than to position Ophelia in direct confrontation with a madman.  However, Polonius is a selfish man who is willing to sacrifice anything to win the King’s favor.  Ophelia holds no intrinsic value for Polonius and is useful only if she can be of aid in getting what he wants.


During the confrontation with Hamlet, Ophelia tries to return the sentiments of love that were first given to her.  Hamlet, in his mad charade, acts oblivious and questions Ophelia’s veracity saying; “Ha, ha! Are you honest/…Are you fair (Hamlet 3.i, 102-104).  The denial of his true feelings by Hamlet crushes Ophelia.  Unable to control her emotions, Ophelia dissolves into tears at Hamlet’s rejection.  Had it not been for her father’s selfish motives and his desire to please Claudius, then Ophelia would not have been openly abused by Hamlet.  In order to feign madness the Prince was forced to deny his true feelings for his beloved.


After the rejection of Hamlet, Ophelia is presented with the news that her father has been killed.  Ophelia lapses into a state of madness during which she manages to drown herself in the river.  Ophelia is driven to take her own life because of events over which she, as a woman, has no control. She is an innocent young girl trying to sort out her feelings about people in a difficult world where she is constantly being told what to do and how to think by the men in the play (Laertes, Polonius, Hamlet).  Ophelia becomes a victim because she is ill equipped to understand or deal with the complexities of the world in which she lives.  Ophelia is decorative and useful, but not to herself.  She loves, honors, and obeys without expecting or receiving anything in return.  She dutifully forfeits her desires and agenda to those of the men around her.  Ophelia is simply a possession to a possession.  She belongs to her father and he belongs to the king.  When her father is taken and she is rejected by Hamlet she belongs to no one, and as a result, she takes her own life.


Shakespeare’s character Cordelia is yet another example of a tragic good girl.  Though she is not Lear’s only daughter, like Lavinia, Cordelia is her father’s favorite.  She is the youngest daughter of King Lear.  Both the King of France and the Duke of Burgundy are courting Cordelia.  In temperament, Cordelia is much more careful and conservative than her sisters, Goneril and Regan. Unlike Ophelia, Cordelia has a strong will and holds steadfastly to it.   Despite her thoughtfulness and her youth, Cordelia is stubborn just like her father.  

Lear proposes to divide his kingdom based on his daughters’ answers to the question “Which of you shall we say doth love us most” (King Lear I. i. 51).  By proposing this question, Lear reveals that he is a selfish and prideful man.  Dividing an entire kingdom based upon a single answer as opposed to a lifetime of deeds and actions is absurd.  Lear portrays himself to be an insensible ruler and a naïve father. After his first two daughters falsely proclaim the infinite reaches of their love for Lear, the King eagerly awaits his youngest and favorite daughters reply.  Cordelia listens to her sisters’ insincere answers in disgust.  When asked the questions she answers “…I cannot heave my heart into my mouth.  I love your Majesty/ According to my bond, no more nor less” (King Lear I. i.91-93).  Cordelia’s strong will prevents her from answering the question in the manner that her father wishes.  She loves Lear deeply, but she refuses to flatter him as he wishes.  As a result, Cordelia is disinherited and banished from the kingdom.   


Cordelia plays the role of obedient and mindful daughter in abiding by Lear’s banishment. The King of France, is wooed by her truthfulness and fiery spirit, and thus takes Cordelia to France to become his queen.  Although Cordelia is absent for most of the play, her presence is undeniable as acknowledged by Lear’s words “ Our youngest born/…Return with her” (King Lear II. iv. 213-215).  In fact, Lear makes many references to Cordelia while suffering at the hands of her sisters.


While it appears that Lear is the one estranged from reality, it is also safe to say that Cordelia too is alienated from her natural environment. She has been banished from her home and her family.  Though she is well married to a King and has most everything she could want, she is void of the close relationship she once shared with her father.  In addition, her sisters’ actions leave her no choice but to lead the French army in an invasion of England.  Though her situation is due in part to her own stubbornness, much of the blame lies with Lear’s poor judgment. 


Toward the end of the play, Cordelia is reunited with Lear.  While gazing upon her father lying in bed she says:



O My dear father, restoration hang



Thy medicine on my lips, and let this kiss



Repair those violent harms that my two sisters 

Have in thy reverence made (King Lear IV. vii. 25-28).

It is clear that Cordelia recognizes the pain that her absence has caused her father.  Though she was obeying Lear’s orders of banishment, Cordelia feels guilty that she left her father amid the wrath of Goneril and Regan.  Upon recognizing his daughter, Lear pleads, “I know you do not love me, for your sisters/ Have… done me wrong:/ You have some cause, they do not” (King Lear IV. vii. 71-74).  It is clear that Lear acknowledges the wrong that he has committed against Cordelia and that he desires her forgiveness.  Cordelia is expected to be bitter at her father’s plight, which was his own doing.  However, she still loves him, and does not hold Lear accountable for the injustice he has done to her.  Cordelia is characterized as entirely benign and unblemished.  


The relationship of Cordelia and Lear is strengthened after they are taken prisioner.  She has nursed her father back to health and provided a sense of peace that he has long since lacked.  At the end of the play, Edmund repents and reveals his order to hang Cordelia.  As the others run to stop the order from being carried out, Lear enters with the hanged Cordelia in his arms “And my poor fool is hang’d! No, no, no life (King Lear V. iii. 306).  Lear cries out in agony just before he himself passes on.  Though now a changed man, had Lear not been initially greedy and selfish, he would not be holding a limp Cordelia in his arms.  


Lavinia, Ophelia, and Cordelia are definitely the good girls of tragedy.  They are young, beautiful women, benign in nature and pure in motive.  The girls each suffer at the hand of their fathers.  Lavinia is raped and mutilated as part of Tamora’s revenge upon her father, Titus.  Ophelia is set in the motion of madness by the oppressive temperament of her father Polonius.  Cordelia’s spoiled and ungrateful father, King Lear, disinherits her after she refuses to flatter him.  Though the girls are clearly secondary characters in each play, their lives are as tragic as those of the “tragic hero.”   They are surrounded by men who constantly manipulate and use them.  Each of the girls meets her end because of an action directly or indirectly related to an action of her father.
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