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[image: image1.jpg]Tragedy and the Emotions
of Pity and Fear

Tragedy and Its Six Constituent Elements

Our discussions of imitative poetry in hexameters, and of com- 1
edy, will come later; at present let us deal with tragedy, recovering
from what has been said so far the definition of its essential nature,
as it was in development. Tragedy, then, is a process of imitating an-
action which has serious implicationssis complete, and possesses
magnitude; by means of language which has been made sensuously

Ahive, with each of its varieties fotnd separat‘g);‘ in the parts; en-

d by the persons themselves ,ayld not presented through narra-
tive; through a course o andgfeggycompleting the purification off
tragic acts which have those emotional characteristics. By ‘language .

>ma3e sensuously attractive” [ mean language that has rhythm and
melody, and by “its varieties found separately” I mean the fact thaf
certain parts of the play are carried on through spoken verses alone
and others the other way around, through song. i

Now first of all, since they perform the imitation through actior
(by acting it), the adornment of their visual appearance will per-
fofce constitute some part of the making of tragedy; and song-
composition and verbal expression also, for those are the media in
which they perform the imitation. By “verbal expression” I mean the
actual composition of the verses, and by “song-composition” some-
thing whose meaning is entirely clear. .

Next, since it is an imitation of an action and is enacted by cer-
tain people who are performing the action, and since those people'
must necessarily have certain traits both of character and thought
(for it is thanks to these two factors that we speak of people’s actions
also as having a defined character, and it is in accordance with their
actions that all either succeed or fail); and since the imitation of the
action is the plot, for by “plot” I mean here the structuring of the
events, and by the “characters” that in accordance with which we
say that the persons who are acting have a defined moral character,
and by “thought” all the passages in which they attempt to prove
some thesis or set forth an opinion —it follows of necessity, then,
that dy as.a whole has just.: stitaeni-elements, in relation

to the essence that makes it a distinct species; and they are

chasactezs, verbal expression, thought, Vﬁw&aﬂd SORgs
COIpOSILion. Tor the elements by which they imitate are two (e,
verbal expression and song-composition), the manner.in which they
{mitate is one (visual adornment), the things they imitate are three
(plot, characters, thought), and there is nothing more beyond these.
These then are the constituent forms they use.
The greatest of these elements is the structuring of the incidents. 4

For tragedy is an imitation not of men but of a life, an action, and
they have moral quality in accordance with their characters but are

happy or qnhappy in accordance with their actions; hence they are
not active in order to imitate their characters, but they include the

1§ngth, the one is determined by the tragic competitions and the or-
dmary. span of attention. (If they had to compete with a hund]jed
tragedies they would compete by the water clock, as they say used
to be done [?].) But the limit fixed by the very nature of the casewiS'
the longer the plot, up to the point of still being perspicuous as e;
whole, the finer it is so far as size is concerned; or to put it in general
terms, the length in which, with things happening in unbroken se-





[image: image2.jpg]quence, a shift takes place either probably or necessarily from bad to
good fortune or from good to bad — that is an acceptable norm of
length.

But a plot is not unified, as some people think, simply because
it has to do with a single person. A large, indeed an indefinite num-
ber of things can happen to a given individual, some of which go to
constitute no unified event; and in the same way there can be many
acts of a given individual from which no single action emerges.

Hence it seems clear that those poets are wrong who have compdsed

Heracleids, Theseids, and the like. They think that since Heracles was:
a single person it follows that the plot will be single too. But Homer,
superior as he is in all other respects, appears to have grasped this
point well also, thanks either to art or nature, for in composing an
Odyssey he did not incorporate into it everything that happened to
the hero, for example how he was wounded on Mt. Parnassus* or
how he feigned madness at the muster, neither of which events, by
happening, made it at all necessary or probable that the other
should happen. Instead, he composed the Odyssey —and the Iliad
similarly — around a unified action of the kind we have been talking
about.

A poetic imitation, then, ought to be unified in the same way as
a single imitation in any other mimetic field, by having a single ob-
ject: since the plot is an imitation of an action, the latter ought to be
both unified and complete, and the component events ought to be
so firmly compacted that if any one of them is shifted to another
place, or removed, the whole is loosened up and dislocated; for an
element whose addition or subtraction makes no perceptible extra
difference is not really a part of the whole.

From what has been said it is also clear that the poet’s job is not to
report what has happened but what is likely to happen: that is, what is
capable of happening according to the rule of probability or necessity.

Thus the difference between the historian and the poet is not in their
utterances being in verse or prose (it would be quite possible for
Herodotus’ work to be translated into verse, and it would not be any
the less a history with verse than it is without it); the difference lies in
the fact that the historian speaks of what has happened, the poet of the
kind of thing that can happen. Hence also poetry is a more philosoph-
ical and serious business than history; for poetry speaks more of uni-
versals, history of particulars. “Universal” in this case is what kind of
person is likely to do or say certain kinds of things, according to prob-
ability or necessity; that is what poetry aims at, although it gives its
persons particular names afterward; while the “particular” is what
A id or what happened to him.

In the field of comedy this point has been grasped: our comic
poets construct their plots on the basis. of general probabilities and
then assign names to the persons quite arbitrarily, instead of dealing
with individuals as the old iambic poets® did. But in tragedy they
still cling to the historically given names. The reason is that what is
possible is persuasive; so what has not happened we are not yet
ready to believe is possible, while what has happened is, we feel, ob-
viously possible: for it would not have happened if it were impossi-
ble. Nevertheless, it is a fact that even in our tragedies, in some cases
only one or two of the names are traditional, the rest being invented,
and in some others none at all. It is so, for example, in Agathon’s
Antheus — the names in it are as fictional as the events—and it
gives no less pleasure because of that. Hence the poets ought not to
cling at all costs to the traditional plots, around which our tragedies
are constructed. And in fact it is absurd to go searching for this kind
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[image: image3.jpg]of authentication, since even the familiar names are familiar to only
a few in the audience and yet give the same kind of pleasure to all.

So from these considerations it is evident that the poet should
be a maker of his plots more than of his verses, insofar as he is a
poet by virtue of his imitations and what he imitates is actions.
Hence even if it happens that he puts something that has actually
taken place into poetry, he is none the less a poet; for there is noth-
ing to prevent some of the things that have happened from being the
kind of things that can happen, and that is the sense in which he is
their maker.

Among simple plots and actions the episodic are the worst. By
“episodic” plot I mean one in which there is no probability or neces-
sity for the order in which the episodes follow one another. Such
structures are composed by the bad poets because they are bad
poets, but by the good poets because of the actors: in composing
contest pieces for them, and stretching out the plot beyond its ca-
pacity, they are forced frequently to dislocate the sequence.

Furthermore, since the tragic imitation is not only of a complete
action but also of events that are fearful and pathetic,’ and these
come about best when they come about contrary to.ones expecta:
tion yet logically, one following from the other; that way they will be
more productive of wonder than if they happen merely at random,
by chance — because even among chance occurrences the ones
ple consider most marvelous are those that seem to have come about;
as if on purpose: for example the way the statue of Mitys at Argos
Kkilled the man who had been the cause of Mitys’ death, by falling on
him while he was attending the festival; it stands to reason, people
think, that such things don't happen by chance —so plots of that
sort cannot fail to be artistically superior.

Some plots are simple, others are complex; indeed the actions of
which the plots are imitations already fall into these two categories.
By “simple” action 1 mean one the development of which being con-
tinuous and unified in the manner stated above, the reversal comes
without peripety or recognition, and by “complex” action one in
which the reversal is continuous but with recognition or peripety or
both. And these developments must grow out of the very structure
of the plot itself, in such a way that on the basis of what has hap-
pened previously this particular outcorne follows either by necessity
or in accordance with probability; for there is a great difference in
whether these events happen because of those-or merely after them.

“Peripety” is a shift of what is being undertaken to the opposite
in the way previously stated, and that in accordance with probability
or necessity as we have just been saying; as for example in the Oedi-
he b ome., thinking that he will reassure Oedipus,

that is, relieve him of his fear with respect to his mother, by reveal-
ing who he once was, brings about the opposite; and in the Lynceus,
as he (Iymeayglgs being led away with every prospect of being exe-
cuted, and Danaus pursuing him with every prospect of doing the
executing, it comes about as a result of the other things that have
happened in the play that he is executed and Lynceus is saved. And
“recognition” is, as indeed the name indicates, a shift from ignorance
to awareness, pointing to the direction either of close blood ties or of
hostility, of people who have previously been in a clearly marked
state of happiness or unhappiness.

The finest recognition is one that happens at the same time as a
peripety, as is the case with the one in the Oedipus. Naturally, there
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[image: image4.jpg]are also other kinds of recognition: it is possible for one to take place
in the prescribed manner in relation to inanimate objects and
chance occurrences, and it is possible to recognize whether a person
has acted or not acted. But the form that is most integrally a part of
the plot, the action, is the one aforesaid; for that kind of recognition
combined with peripety will excite either pity or fear (and these are
the kinds of action of which tragedy is an imitation according to our
definition); because both good and bad fortune will also be most
likely to follow that kind of event. Since, further, the recognition is a
recognition of persons, some are of one person by the other one
only (when it is already known who the “other one” is), but some-
times it is necessary for both persons to go through a recognition, as
for example.lphigenia- is recognized by her brother through the
sending of the letter, but of him by Iphigenia another recognition is
required.

These then are two elements of plot: peripety and recognition;
third is the pathos. Of these, pefipety and recognition have been dis-
cussed; a pathos is a destructive or painful act, such as deaths on
stage, paroxysms of pain, woundings, and all that sort of thing.

The “parts” of tragedy which should be used as constituent ele-
ments were mentioned earlier; (. . .) but what one should aim at and
what one should avoid in composing one’s plots, and whence the ef-
fect of tragedy is to come, remains to be discussed now, following
immediately upon what has just been said.

Since, then, the construction of the finest tragedy should be not
simple but complex, and at the same time imitative of fearful and

pitiable happenings (that being the special character of this kind of
poetry), it is clear first of all that (1) neither should virtuous men ap-

pear undergoing a change from good to bad fortune, for that is not
fearful, nor pitiable either, but morally repugnagg;,now:(2) the
wicked from bad fortune to good— that is the most untragic form
of all, it has none of the qualities that one wants: it is productive
neither of ordinary sympathy nor of pity nor of fear —nor again
(3) the really wicked man changing from good fortune to bad, for
that kind of structure will excite sympathy but neither pity nor fear,
since the one (pity) is directed towards the man who does not de-
serve his misfortune and the dther (fear) towards the one who is like
the Test of mankind — what is left is the man who falls between
these extremes. Such is a man who is neither a paragon of virtue and
justice nor undergoes the change to misfortune through any real
badness or wickedness but because of some mistake; one of those
who stand in great repute and prosperity, like Oedipus and Thys
gstes. conspicuous men from families of that kind.

So, then, the artistically made plot must necessarily be single rathe
that double, as some maintain, and involve a change not from bad for-
tune to good fortune but the other way round, from good fortune to
bad, and not thanks to wickedness but because of some mistake of great
weight and consequence, by a man such as we have described or else on
the good rather than the bad side. An indication comes from what has
been happening in tragedy: at the beginning the poets used to “tick off”
whatever plots came their way, but nowadays the finest tragedies are
composed about a few houses: they deal with Alemeon, Oedipus,
Orestes, Meleager, Thyestes, Telephus,” and whichever others have had
the misfortune to do or undergo fearful things.

Thus the technically finest tragedy is based on this structure.
Hence those who bring charges against Euripides® for doing this in his
tragedies are making the same mistake. His practice is correct in the
way that has been shown. There is a very significant indication: on our
stages and in the competitions, plays of this structure are accepted as
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[image: image5.jpg]the most tragic, if they are handled successfully, and Euripides,
though he may not make his other arrangements effectively, still is felt
by the audience to be the most tragic, at least, of the poets.

Second comes the kind which is rated first by certain people,
having its structure double like the Odyssey® and with opposite end-
ings for the good and bad. Its being put first is due to the weakness
of the audiences; for the poets follow along, catering to their wishes.
But this particular pleasure is not the one that springs from tragedy
but is more characteristic of comedy.

Now it is possible for the fearful or pathetic effect to come from
the actors’ appearance, but it is also possible for it to arise from the
very structure of the events, and this is closer to the mark and char-
acteristic of a better poet. Namely, the plot must be so structured,
even without benefit of any visual effect, that the one who is hearing
the events unroll shudders with fear and feels pity at what happens:
which is what one would experience on hearing-the plot of the Oedi-
pus. To set out to achieve this by means of the masks and costumes
is less artistic, and requires technical support in the staging, As for
those who do not set out to achieve the fearful through the masks
and costumes, but only the monstrous, they have nothing to do with
tragedy at all; for one should not seek any and every pleasure from
tragedy, but the one that is appropriate to it.

Since it is the pleasure derived from pity and fear by means of
imitation that the poet should seek to produce, it is clear that these
qualities must be built into the constituent events. Let us determine,
then, which kinds of happening are felt by the spectator to be fear-
ful, and which pitiable. Now such acts are necessarily the work of
persons who are near and dear (close blood kin) to one another, or
enemies, or neither. But when an enemy attacks an enemy there is
nothing pathetic about either the intention or the deed, except in
the actual pain suffered by the victim; nor when the act is done by
“neutrals”; but when the tragic acts come within the limits of close
blood relationship, as when brother kills or intends to kill brother or

- do something else of that kind to him, or son to father or mother to
son or son to mother — those are the situations one should look for.

Now although it is not admissible to break up the transmitted
stories—1 mean for instance that Clytempestwa was killed by
Questes, or Eriphyle by Alemeon — one should be artistic both in
inventing stories and in managing the ones that have been handed
down. But what we mean by “artistic” requires some explanation.

It is possible, then (1) for the act to be performed as the older
poets presented it, knowingly and wittingly; Euripides did it that
way also, in Medea’s murder of her children. It is possible (2) to re-
frain from performing the deed, with knowledge. Or it is possible
(3) to perform the fearful act, but unwittingly, then recognize the
blood relationship later, as Sophocles Oedipus does; in that case the
act is outside the play, but it can be in the tragedy itself, as with
Astydamas™® Alcmeon, or Telegonus in the Wounding of Odysseus.!!
A further mode, in addition to these, is (4) while intending because
of ignorance to perform some black crime, to discover the relation-
ship before one does it. And there is no other mode besides these;
for one must necessarily either do the deed or not, and with or with-
out knowledge of what it is. .
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[image: image6.jpg]Of these modes, to know what one is doing but hold off and not
perform the act (no. 2) is worst: it has the morally repulsive character
and at the same time is not tragic; for there is no tragic act. Hence no-
body composes that way, or only rarely, as, for example, Haemon
threatens Creon in the Antigone.? Performing the act (with knowl.
edge) (no. 1) is second (poorest). Better is to perform it in ignorance
and recognize what one has done afterward (no. 3); for the repulsive
quality does not attach to the act, and the recognition has a shatterin]
emotional effect. But the best is the last (no. 4): I mean a case like the
one in the Cresphontes where Merope is about to kill her son but does
not do so because she recognizes him first; or in Iphigenia in Tauris the
same happens with sister and brother; or in the Helle'® the son recog-
nizes his mother just as he is about to hand her over to the enemy.

The reason for what was mentioned a while ago, namely that our
tragedies have to do with only a few families, is this: It was because the
poets, when they discovered how to produce this kind of effect in
their plots, were conducting their search on the basis of chance, not
art; hence they have been forced to focus upon those families which
happen to have suffered tragic happenings of this kind.

Enough, then, concerning the structure of events and what
traits the tragic plots should have.
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