Aristotle on Tragedy
English 10 Honors
Aristotle (384-322 BC)
From the Poetics:
The Aim of Tragedy
“…to arouse pity and fear, and so accomplish its catharsis of such emotions…”

“…Tragedy is an imitation not only of a complete action, but of events inspiring fear or pity. Such an effect is best produced when the events come on us by surprise; and the effect is heightened when, at the same time, they follow as cause and effect. The tragic wonder will then be greater than if they happened of themselves or by accident; for even coincidences are most striking when they have an air of design.”
A Hero Like Ourselves
“…pity is aroused by unmerited misfortune, fear (is aroused) by the misfortune of a man like ourselves.”

A Hero with Hamartia

The ideal protagonist is “…a man who is highly renowned and prosperous…whose misfortune, however, is brought upon him not by vice or depravity but by some error of judgment or frailty; a person like Oedipus…”   

(Be careful about putting too much emphasis on the tragic flaw since it may lead to an interpretation that relies too much on character.)
Plot Comes First
“Tragedy is an imitation, not of persons, but of action and life, of happiness and misery.  And life consists of action, not of qualities.  Now character determines men’s qualities, but it is their action that makes them happy or unhappy…The most powerful elements of attraction in tragedy, the perepeties (reversals) and recognitions, are parts of the plot… The plot then is the first principle, and as it were, the soul of a tragedy; character holds the second place.”

“The best form of recognition is coincident with a reversal of the situation, as in the Oedipus.”
Cosmic Significance vs Character
The plot illustrates events of broad, cosmic significance rather than focusing on individual character.  This is different from modern theater.  

Unity of Plot

“In composing the Odyssey he (Homer) did not include all the adventures of Odysseus- such as his wound on Parnassus, or his feigned madness at the mustering of the host- incidents between which there was no necessary or probable connection: but he made the Odyssey, and likewise the Iliad, to center round an action that in our sense of the word is one. As therefore, in the other imitative arts, the imitation is one when the object imitated is one, so the plot, being an imitation of an action, must imitate one action and that a whole, the structural union of the parts being such that, if any one of them is displaced or removed, the whole will be disjointed and disturbed. For a thing whose presence or absence makes no visible difference, is not an organic part of the whole.”
Structure of the Plot vs. Spectacle/Spectacular
“Fear and pity may be aroused by spectacular means; but they may also result from the inner structure of the piece, which is the better way, and indicates a superior poet. For the plot ought to be so constructed that, even without the aid of the eye, he who hears the tale told will thrill with horror and melt to pity at what takes place. This is the impression we should receive from hearing the story of the Oedipus. But to produce this effect by the mere spectacle is a less artistic method, and dependent on extraneous means.”

Universality of Poetry – vs. History

“It is, moreover, evident from what has been said, that it is not the function of the poet to relate what has happened, but what may happen- what is possible according to the law of probability or necessity. The poet and the historian differ not by writing in verse or in prose. The work of Herodotus might be put into verse, and it would still be a species of history, with meter no less than without it. The true difference is that one relates what has happened, the other what may happen. Poetry, therefore, is a more philosophical and a higher thing than history: for poetry tends to express the universal, history the particular.” 

Reflection Questions
Do you believe audiences are more interested in stories concerning the downfall of a great man/person rather than average people?  Do you agree that “the bigger they are, the harder they fall?  
How might Plato respond to Aristotle’s description of the aim of tragedy?

