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ARISTOTLE
384-322 BC .

One member of Plato’s Academy, Aristotle, was to become as celebrated and
e}ntial as his-teacher, He was not, like Plato, a native Athenian; he was born in'north
érn Greece, af Stagira, close to the kingdom of Macedonia, which was eventu
become the dominant power in the Greek world. Aristotlé entered the Acader
the age of seventeen bt left it when Plato died (347 B.C.). He carried on
researches (he was especially interested in zoology) at various places on the Aég
served as tutor to the young Alexander, son of Philip II of Macedon; and returriéd £
Athens in-335, to found his own philosophical school, the Lyceum, wheére he €st:
lished the world’s first tesearch library. At the Lyceum he and his pupils carried
research in zoology, botany, biology, physics, political science, ,eﬂn'cs, logie, mu
and mathematics, He left Athens when Alexander died in Babylon (323 B.C.):an
Athenians, for a while, were able to demonstrate their hatred of Macedon and eye
thing connected with it; he died a year later., . - a
The scope of his written work, philosophical and scientific, is immense; he
resented here by some excerpts from the Poetics, the first systematic worl of lit
criticism in our tradition. : o
A{'istotle’s Poetics, translated by James Hutton (1982), is the besrt;sourcﬂe.fo
student. ’ ' : ’ '
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hus, Tragedy is-an imitation of an action that is serious, complete,g \'Ckﬂ‘&r 6 “
jossessing magnitude; in embellished language, each kind of which is

parately in the different parts; in.the mode of action and not narrated; sl o ~
ecting - through pity and fear-[what we call] the catharsis? of such é' ¢ EnGov  [Kan,
ons. By “embellished language” I mean language having rhythm and
y,-and by “separately‘in differentparts” I mean that some parts of a
ke carried on solely in metrical speech while others again are'sung,
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onstituent parts of tragedy. Sirice the imitation is -carried out in the
ic'mode by the personages themselves, it necessarily follows, first,
hie arrangement of Spectacle will be a-part of tragedy, and next, that
ly and Language will be parts; since these are the media in which they
'the imitation. By “language”:I inean precisely the composition of the
“by “melody” only that which is perfectly obvious. And since tragedy
ithitation of an‘action and is énacted: by men in action, these persons
ecessarily possess certain qualities of Character and Thought, since
te the basis for our ascribing qualities to the actions themselves—
cér and thought are two' natural causes of actions—and it is in their
§’that men universally meet with success or failure. The imitation of
ction is the Plot. By plot I here mean the combination of the events;
éter is that in virtue of which we say that the personages are of such
¢ly'a quality; arid Thought is present in everything in their utterances
ditns to prove a poiiit or that-expresses an opinion. Necessarily,
fore, there are in tragedy as a whole; considered as a special form, six
iibnt elements, viz: Plot, Character, Language, Thought; Spectacle,
elody. Of these elements, two [L.anguage and Melody] are the media
¢hithey effect the iimitation; one [Spectacle] is'the manner, and three
Haracter, Thought] are the objects ‘they imitate; and besides-these
te'no other paits. So then they employ these six forms, not just some
so to speak; for every drama hias spectacle, character, plot, language,
“and thought in' the same sense, but the most important of them is
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haracter. For tragedy is not an imitation of men but of actions and
fis in action that happiness and unhappiness are found, and the
aim at is a kind of activity; not a quality; in accordance with their
“mei ate of such and siich a quality, in accordance with their
they are forfunate or the reverse.’ Consequently, it is not for the
of presenting their chardcters that the agéits engage in action, but

stited by James Hutton. Bracketed text has been:added for clarity. @This is probably the most

passage in the Western critical tradition. There.are two main schools, of interpretation, which

éir understanding of the metaphor implied n"the word catharsis. Some crities take the word to
‘piitification,” implying a metaphor ffom the religious process of: purification from guilt; the passions
by the tragic performance. because the excitement_of these passions by the performance
et and reduces them to just proportions in fhe individual. This theoty was supported by the
titic Lessing. Others take the metaphor to be medical, reading the word as “purging” and inter-
the phrase to mean that the tragic performance excites the emotions ouly to allay them, thus ridding
ator of the disquieting emotions from which he or she suffers in everyday life. Tragedy thus has a

effect. 3. Purpose. .
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rither it is for the sake of their actions that they take on the characters f
l-ave. Thus, what happens—that is, the plot—is the end for which a trage
exists, and the end or purpose is the most important thing of all. What
1iore, without action there could not bie a tragedy, but there could be withgut
haracterization. * * * . N . .
)Now that the parts are established, let us next discuss what qualiti
plot should have, since plot is the primary and most important part of £
i e ly. I have posited that tragedy is an imitation of-an action that is a-whels

. . N «
ome plots are simple, others complex; indeed the. actions of whllch tﬁe v Q(‘\‘ fer 7 e tywot e
t4.are imitation are at once so differentiated to begin with. Aésumlng the N “ 2
' i i Iready defined, I call’that action (o= (Yshb

ion to be continuous and unified, as already d, hat action - coqubem

ple in which the change of fortune takes place without a 1ev.elsal"01
ognition, and that action complex in which the changie ?f ["ortl.lcllxej 1nv? ; 1(3
&cognition or a reversal or both. These events [recognitions an ileyelg.

t to be so rooted in the very structure of the plot that they f? }cl)w rom
receding events as their inevitable or probable outcome; for there is a

- > . N er lowing after. * ** .

- a1d complete in itself and of a certain magnitude—for a thing may difference l?etwee? fOHO‘;’“_lg ﬁ.gm a;;ia?e;i}(r)lﬁ?lo?:e szga te of affairs to J‘,’/L,_ = lysh e P2
whole, and yet have no magnitude to speak of: Now a thing is a whole: Reversal (Pel"lpety) clls,. }?’S at01es;1; i 23 : sh% i be in conformance with eripe fen
. hhs a beginning, a middle, and an end. A beginning is that which does 1 xact opposite, and this, too, . )é di the messenger® comes to r

. ; ter ; fter which it i eal . bility or necessity. For example, in Oedipus, th TeC €T g
come necessarily after something else, but after which it is natural, bability imving him of fear with regard to his mother, but by

another thing to exist or come to be. An end, on the contrary, is that-whick ger Oedipus by rehe'vmgd nm'l?st t(lz:e opposite of this. * * * PNy N

n turally comes after something else, either as its necessary sequel or ealing his true identity, does j P J’

usual [and hence probable] sequel, but itself has nothing after it. A midd]
is that which both comes after something else and has another thing foll
ing it. A well-constructed plot, therefore, will neither begin at some ch
point nor end at some chance point, but will observe the principles,

¢ iti rd i indicates, is a change from ignorance to P
Récognition, as the word itself indicates, h Dot o
Iegge, [ea,ding either to friendship or to hostility on the part of those ‘ ava d_ LI Tig

ons who are marked for good fortune or bad. The best form of rec%gm-
4s that which is accompanied by a reversal, as in the example from
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)Contrar Wl e people think, a plot i ipso. facto a uni Next in order after the points I have just dealt Wltl}’ e would s ¢ by e~ &
ontrary to what some people think, a plot is not ipso facto a unit € N hould aim at and what avoid in the construction e 13z fyyal
revolves about one man. Many things, indeed an endless number of things ssary to specify what one shou \17“,

plots, and what it is that will produce the effect proper to trg%r)edy; .
Now since in the finest kind of tragedy the structure s.houl eA f}())lrnp ed
inot simple, and since it should also be a rep.resentatlcfn .of t'eul) e zgle
sifeous events (that being the special mark of this type of imitation), n; :n
it place, it is evident that good men oug_ht not to be sl'lown. ngm]r;,%t :)?ﬂ L N
bsperity to misfortune, for this does not inspire either pity O%f e.a[l:'i!. u . th‘)i . (‘V‘M 5 C el = p
siilsion; nor evil men rising from ill fortu'ne to prqspenty.,- or 1 is s the .
5t untragic plot of all—it lacks every requirement; in that' I}tl nfeltller (13 dl its
hifian sympathy nor stirs pity or fear. And again, nelt'efl i hou! Lo
smely wicked man be seen falling from prosperity into mli or uneid 2
l5t:so constructed might indeed call forth human Vsympathy, ut \f’}'();l :is o “
Zcite pity or fear, since the first is felt for a person whos.e n}ls.oxl un ua: g
‘fideserved and the second for SWVCS——I)H)’ or the man ot Actshedelian r
)  th like ourselves—and hence neither s T % e ewi Jet«{r
ffering undeservedly, fear for the man like oursetve s—and b cither Toues *
nor fear would be aroused in this case. We are left with the man1 W 0se. g !"““": o AveutoHe
is between these extremes. Such is the man who on the oged han 15t W_‘_*w(w T e wc{“+
fiol pre-eminent in virtue and justice, and yet on the other han c;‘es no 2n feed P
il into misfortune through vice or depravity, but falls because~ o s.ome A M “1‘ . .
1l tlgke;" one among the number of the highly renowned andfplo.slPemlE;s,
weh as Oedipus and Thyestes and other famous men from families like

happen to any one man some of which do.not go together to form a un

and similarly among the actions one man performs there are many that

not.go together to produce a single unified action. Those poets seem all
have erred, therefore, who have composed a Heracleid, a Theseid, and.ot

such.poems, it being their idea evidently that since Heracles was one m

their plot was.bound to be unified. * * * E -

'From what has already been said, it will be evident that the poet’s functio
is not to report things that have happened, but rather to tell of such thip
as might happen, things that are possibilities by virtue of being in themselye
invitable or probable. Thus the difference between the historian and,
poet is not that the historian employs prose and the poet verse—the work
Herodotus? could be put into verse, and it would be no less a history w
ve ses than without them; rather the difference is that the one tells of thing
that have been and the other of such things as might be. Poetry, therefo
is » more philosophical and a higher thing than history, in that poetry ten
rather to express the universal, history rather the particular fact. A univer,
is: The sort of thing that (in the circumstances) a certain kind of person.y
say or do cither probably or necessarily, which in fact is the, universal
po:try aims for (with the addition of names for the persons); a particular,’
the other hand is: What Alcibiades® did or had done to.him. * * *

. Among plots and actions of the simple type, the episodic form is the wor:
1 call episodic a plot in which the episodes follow one another in no probable *
or inevitable sequence. Plots of this kind are constructed by bad poetsaii
theit own dccount, and by good poéts on‘account of the actors; since’t
are composing: entries. for a competitive. exhibition, they stretch the pl
bévond what'it can bear and are often compelled, therefore, to dislocate't
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hat the plot which achieves excellence will necessarily o il
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of fortune, not from misfortune to prosperity, but the 0pp0s1te. from'ptl:li—:
jérity to misfortune, occasioned not by depravity, bu% by sor:nt;a gar ez}t 1111115 ake
he part of one who is either such as I have described or e.tte; t_ iil :
er than worse. (What actually has taken place confirms this; for though
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‘e th ression “tragic flaw") and thought of as a moral defect, but cgmp‘z‘lnson"\mlfh. Aci-lstotlet)s use o ) . w+‘
Elrl:ceewo]redei’l(:’other contexts suggests strongly that he means by it “mistake” or “error’ (of judgment}. \J (T 3

natural order, * * ¥ .. . )
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4.: 1listorian of the Persian Wars, a contemporary of Sophocles. 5. A brilliant but unscrupulous Ath-
enian statesman (ffth century B.c.). . ;
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at first the poets accepted whatever myths came to hand, today the finest tra
edies are founded upon the stories of only a few houses, being concerned, f
example, with Alcmeon, Oedipus, Orestes, Meleager; Thyestes, Telephu
and such others as have chanced to suffer terrible things or to-do them.)-S
then, tragedy having this construction is the finest kind -of tragedy from
artistic point of view. And consequently, those persons fall into the sam:
error who bring it as a charge against Euripides that this is what he doe
his tragedies and that most of his plays have unhappy endings. For this is:
fact the right procedure, as 1 have said; and the best proof is that on t
stage and in the dramatic contests, plays of this kind seem the most trag
provided they-are successfully worked out, and Euripides, even if in eve
thing else his management is faulty, seems at any rate the most tragic of!
poets. ¥ * ¥ ' N : : :
In the characters and the plot construction alike, one must strive for th;
which is either necessary or probable, so that whatever a character of
kind.says or does may be the sort of thing such a character will inevitabl
probably say- or-do and the events of the plot may follow one after anoth
cither inevitably. or with probability. (Obviously, then, the denouemen
the plot should arise from the plot itself and not be brought about “fromit
machine,’ as it is in Médea and in the embarkation scene in the Iliad.®:
machine is to be-used for matters lying outside the drama, either antecedent:
of the action which a human being cannot know, or things subsequent;
the action that have to be prophesied and announced; for we accept it th
the gods see everything. Within the events of the plot itself, however, the
should be nothing unreasonable, or if there is, it should be kept outside:t
play proper, as is.done in the Oedipus of Sophocles.) * * * L

The chorus in tragedy. The chorus ought to be regarded as one of the acto
and as being part of the whole and integrated into performance, not in Eur
ides’ way but in that of Sophocles. In the other poets, the choral songs have
no more relevance to the plot than if they-belonged to some other play: An
so nowadays, following the practice introduced by Agathon,” the chord
merely sings interludes. But what difference is there between the singing gL
interludes and taking a speech or even an entire episode from one play.an
inserting it into.another? o : :

8. The reference is to an incident in the second book of the Ifiad: an attempt of the Greek rank a
. to return home and abandon the siege is arrested by the intervention of Athena. 1f it were a drama,
would.appear on the machine, literally the machine that was employed in the theater to show the ¢
flying in space. It has come to mean any implausible way of solving complications of the plot. M
escapes from Corinth “on‘the machine” in het magic chariot. 9. A younger contemporary of Eur
most of his plays were produced in the fourth century B.C. . :




