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• Aristotle, Poetics 
• 1) This work, Aristotle says, is an inquiry “into the structure of the plot as requisite to a 

good poem; into the number and nature of the parts of which a poem is composed; and 
similarly into whatever else falls within the same inquiry.” 

• Aristotle lays out different forms which poetry takes – Epic, Tragic, Comic, Dithyrambic 
(choral) and says they are “in their general conception modes of imitation” 

o The difference comes, then, their “medium, objects, and manner” of imitation 
• Aristotle distinguished between Epic and Dithyrambic poetry on the one hand and Tragic 

and Comic poetry on the other 
o In Epic and Dithyrambic poetry the means of rhythm, tune, and meter are 

employed in combination 
o In Tragic and Comedic poetry these means are employed in succession (not 

consecutively) 
• 2) Artists imitate men involved in action and these actions must either be noble or base 

since human character regularly conforms to these distinctions 
o Thus, people in art are represented as either better than they are in real life, worse 

than they are, or as they are (the norm, the true-to-life) 
 In other words, the artist can idealize her subject, brutalize the subject, or 

attempt to show exactly true the subject 
o Comedy takes as its goal the representation of men as worse than the norm 
o Tragedy takes as its goal the representation of men as better than the norm 

• 3) Another factor by which we distinguish imitations is the manner in which the artist 
represents the various types of objects 

o The poet may imitate by narration – in which case he can either take another 
personality (as Homer does), or speak in his own person, unchanged, or he may 
present all his characters as living and moving before us 

• Aristotle reiterates that the three differences which distinguish artistic imitation are the 
medium, the objects, and the manner of imitation 

• 4) The process of imitation is natural to mankind 
• Man is the most imitative of all the animals – and finds pleasure in imitation and 

imitation is where man learns his earliest lessons 
• Aristotle says man enjoys seeing an imitation because it lets them contemplate the thing 

itself, a thing they may have never seen 
• Just as imitation is instinctual in our nature, so are harmony and rhythm instinctual in our 

nature 
• Poetry comes from early imitation and man’s natural gift of harmony and rhythm 

o As Aristotle says: “Persons, therefore, starting with this natural gift developed by 
degrees their special aptitudes, till their rude improvisations gave birth to Poetry.” 

• Poetry then diverges into types based on the natural dispositions of the poets 
o Writers of greater dignity imitated the noble actions of noble heroes; the less 

dignified writers imitate the actions of inferior men 
o In the “serious style” Homer is the preeminent among poets 

 According to Aristotle, not only did Homer alone combine dramatic form 
with excellence of imitation, he first laid down the main lines of comedy 
by dramatizing the ludicrous instead of writing personal satire 
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 The history of Tragedy and Comedy, as each genre emerges, causes poets 
to follow their “natural bent”  

• The lampooners become writers of comedy and the epic poets 
become tragedians 

o Here Aristotle declares drama to be a larger and higher art 
form than epic poetry 

• Aristotle’s Timeline of Tragedy 
• According to Aristotle, tragedy as a form “advance by slow degrees; each new element 

that showed itself was in turn developed” 
o Finally, when so many changes and emergent elements had been tried, tragedy 

found its natural form and stopped (it then resembled tradedy as we know it) 
• For example, in connection with the development of the form of tragedy, Aeschylus was 

the first to increase the number of actors from one to two 
o He also reduced the role of the chorus and made the dialogue the major element 

of the play 
• Sophocles increased the number of actors to three and introduced scene painting  

o Then tragedy acquired its magnitude 
• Then tragedy abandoned the short plot for “one of greater compass” 
• Then grotesque diction is abandoned by tragedy (the grotesque diction of satiric form) 
• Then iambic measure replaces the trochaic tetramer (which trochaic tetrameter was 

originally also inherited from satiric works) 
• Next dialogue comes in and fits perfectly within the iambic meter (for conventional 

speech is often naturally iambic) 
• Finally there is the addition of numerous episodes or acts in the tragic form 
• This is the process and slow development by which Tragedy is raised to its dignified 

level 
• 5) Comedy, the imitation of lesser men, is characterized not by every kind of vice but 

specifically the “ridiculous” 
o Comedy is not “in the full sense of the word” bad – but merely part of the 

ludicrous or ridiculous 
o It explores the ridiculous which is itself not painful or destructive 

 For example, the comic mask, is ugly and deformed but causes no pain 
o There is less information about the history of comedy (compared to history of 

tragedy) because comedy was not treated as a serious genre 
 Comedy only appears as an official form only very recently, when 

Athenian magistrates allowed poets to use comic choruses 
• By the time poets begin to employ comic choruses, it is clear, says 

Aristotle, that the conventions of comedy have already been 
formed 

o Questions of who furnished comedy with masks, prologues, 
increased number of actors – these questions remain 
unanswerable 

o However, Aristotle says that the creation of comic plots 
comes from Sicilty where it was attributed to Epucharmus 
and Phormis 
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• Epic poetry follows the same pattern as tragedy in so far as it is the imitation of noble 
subjects presented in an elevated manner 

o Epic differs from tragedy in that Epic uses only a single meter, and its manner of 
presentation is narrative  

o There is also a difference in length 
 Tragedy attempts as far as possible to remain within one circuit of the sun 

(i.e. one day) (or not depart from this too much) 
 Epic poetry, however, has no limit of time 

• Whatever elements epic poetry has, these are also found in tragedy, but not all the parts 
of tragedy are found in epic poetry 

• 6) Tragedy is an imitation of a noble and complete action, having the proper magnitude, 
it employs language that has been artistically enhanced by each of the kinds of linguistic 
adornment, applied separately in the various parts of the play; it is presented in the 
dramatic form, the form of action and thus not the form of narrative, and it achieves, 
through the representation of pitiable and fearful incidents, the catharsis of such 
incidents, or, in other words, the purging of these emotions 

• In drama, agents accomplish the imitation by acting the story out – thus, since there is 
action, the use of spectacle should comprise some part of the tragedy 

• The two natural causes of human action are thought and character – thus those who 
perform the drama must be sensitive to this 

• In tragedy, all success and failure depends on action 
• It is essential that tragedy have six parts in accordance with which it achieves its 

particular quality 
o These parts are plot, character, diction, thought, spectacle, and song 

 Plot is the arrangement of the incidents; it is the imitation of action 
 Character is the collection of qualities we ascribe to the agents in the 

drama; it is what reveals moral purpose, showing what kinds of things a 
man choose or avoids 

 Diction is the metrical arrangement of the words and the expression of 
meaning in words 

 Thought is required wherever a statement is proved, or, it may be, a 
general truth enunciated; it is the rational processes that chararacters use to 
come to decisions; it is also the vlaues espoused in the form of 
maxims/proverbs 

 Spectacle is the staging of the drama including the scenery and other 
visual elements (costumes, effects) 

 Song - the incorporation of vocal composition, usually given to the chorus 
o Beyond this, Aristotle says, there is not much to analyze; these above elements 

are so foundational to tragedy they are common to almost all poets  
• The most important of these parts is the arrangement or structure of the incidents 

o The purpose of tragedy is the presentation of the individual incidents and of the 
plot – it is an imitation, not of men, but of action and of life 
 The purpose of drama is presenting a mode of action 
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 Character determines a person’s qualities but it is by their actions that 
people are happy or the reverse – i.e. we can watch how someone behaves 
and deduce how they feel 

• Character is the part of tragedy which shows an individual’s 
purpose by indicating, in circumstances where it is not clear, what 
sort of things he chooses or rejects 

o Dramatic action, then, is not a representation of character: character comes in as 
subsidiary to the actions 
 The incidents and the plot are the purpose of tragedy, its end, and the chief 

thing of all 
o Without action tragedy would be impossible, but without character it would still 

be possible (e.g.: thriller novels are all action and scant character and they thrive)  
 Aristotle: “The tragedies of most of our modern poets fail in the rendering 

of character; and of poets in general this is often true” 
 Aristotle: “If you string together a set of speeches expressive of character, 

and well finished in point of diction and thought, you will not produce the 
essential tragic effect nearly so well as with a play which, however 
deficient in these respects yet has a plot and artistically constructed 
incidents” 

• According to Aristotle, the same holds true in art: “The most 
beautiful colors, laid on confusedly, will not give as much pleasure 
as the chalk outlie of a portrait” 

• Thus plot is the first principle of tragedy and character is second 
• Thought is the third most important principle of tragedy – it is the 

faculty of saying what is possible and pertinent in given 
circumstances 

o Speeches therefore, which do not make this manifest, or in 
which the speaker does not choose or avoid anything 
whatever, are not expressive of character 

o For thought (speech) to impact the audience it must reveal 
character 

• Diction is the fourth in order of importance – it is the expression of 
the meaning in words 

• Song is the fifth in order of importance for the tragic form 
• And finally comes spectacle – it is the least artistic and least 

connected with the art of poetry for the power of tragedy is felt 
even apart from representation and actors 

o “Besides, the production of spectacular effects depends 
more on the art of the stage machinist than on the that of 
the poet 

• Those who write tragedies are able to perfect diction and character before the 
construction of the incidents (plot making) 

• The most important factors by which tragedy exerts an influence on the soul are the 
reversal and the recognition 

o Anagnorisis and Peripeteia  
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o Anagnorisis – discovery, a moment when the hero comes face to face with his 
true identity or fully understands his own predicament 

o Peripeteia – a sudden turn of events or an unexpected reversal proceeding from 
the hero’s discovery 

• 7) “These principles being established, let us know discuss the proper structure of the 
Plot, since this is the first and foremost thing in Tragedy.” 

• Tragedy – the imitation of a complete and whole action having a proper magnitude 
o To be whole it must have a beginning, middle, and end 

 Beginning – that which does not itself follow anything by causal necessity 
(i.e. It need not have a cause) but after which something naturally is or 
develops or comes to be (i.e. it causes something) 

 Middle – that which is itself after something else and which has something 
else after it 

 End – the exact opposite of the beginning: that which is naturally after 
something else, either necessarily or customarily, but after which there is 
nothing else 

o It is necessary therefore that well-constructed plots must not begin or end at 
haphazard 

• Beauty is determined by magnitude and proper order 
o By its dependence on magnitude, the very small organism cannot be beautiful 

because it cannot be seen clearly in all its detail, nor can an organism of vast size 
be beautiful for the eye cannot take it all in at once and thus the unity and sense of 
the whole is lost for the spectator 

o The thing must have a magnitude that is easily embraced in one view 
 Thus for plot a certain length is necessary, that is whatever length is 

sufficient for the change to occur (and therefore there is no theory of 
limitation of length) 

 “The greater the length, the more beautiful will the piece be by reason of 
its size, provided that the whole be clearly expressed 

• 8) A plot is necessarily a unity because it is only concerned with a small number of things 
o Although the incidents of the hero’s life are infinitely various, and cannot be 

reduced to unity – the error of many poets is trying to show all of the events of the 
hero’s life as opposed to centering on the amount of action that can be made into a 
unity 
 Homer does this with Odysseus 

• He does not include all of the adventures of Odysseus, incidents 
between which there would be no necessary or probable 
connection, but centers the Odyssey (and the Iliad) around action 
that is capable of unity (for Odysseus it is his return home from 
Troy) 

• A plot, as it is an imitation, must be an imitation of one action that is one and whole 
o And the parts of this must be put together in such a way that if any one part is 

transposed or removed, the whole will be disordered and disunified 
 Any part whose presence has no effect on the plot is not part of the whole 
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• 9) It is not the function of the poet to narrate events that actually happened, but rather, 
events such as might occur and have the capability of occurring in accordance with the 
laws of probability or necessity  

o The historian writes about events that have actually happened, whereas the poet 
writes about events as they might possibly occur 

o Even if a historian borrowed poetic form and wrote about events that actually 
happened by putting them into verse, this would still be history  

• Poetry therefore is more philosophical and more significant than history, for poetry is 
more concerned with the universal, and history more with the particular 

o By the universal is meant how a man of a certain type turns out to say or do what 
sort of thing according to probability or necessity 
 Although poetry follows “individuals” it is more concerned with universal 

probability  
o Sometimes tragedy uses heroes from the past and clings to what happened to them 

for purpose of believability  
 Essentially these poets are too timid to create wholly fictitious plots 

because they fear the audience won’t accept it as probable 
o But we must not cling exclusively to the stories that have been handed down, 

cling to received legends 
 It is necessary for the poet to be more the poet of his plots than of his 

meters 
• But if the poet happens to write about things that have actually 

occurred, he is no less of a poet for that 
• According to Aristotle: “And even if he chances to take a historical 

subject, he is none the less a poet; for there is no reason why some 
events that have actually happened should not conform to the law 
of the probable and possible, and in virtue of that quality in them 
he is their poet or maker.” 

o Episodic plots where scenes follow each other without regard for the laws of 
probability or necessity are the worst 
 The plots in these are intentionally distorted to capture attention and 

always stretch the plot beyond its capacity and thus often break the natural 
continuity   

• The imitation that is plot is not only an imitation of a complete action but it includes 
fearful and pitiable incidents, which incidents are intensified when they occur 
unexpectedly, yet because of one another  

o Thus these effective events are ones that surprise but at the same time follow 
cause and effect 

o There is more of the marvelous in them if they occur this way, relationally and 
though unexpected, than if they occur by chance  

o Even in regard to most coincidences, those seem to be most astonishing that 
appear to have some design associated with them 
 Plots that incorporate these types of incidents tend to be superior ones 

• 10) Plots are divided into simple and complex 
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o This is because actions in real life, of which plots are an imitation, clearly show a 
similar distinction 

• An action that is continuous and unified is simple when its change of fortune arises 
without reversal (peripeteia) and recognition (anagnorisis) 

• An action is complex when its change of fortune arises through recognition of reversal or 
both 

o These aspects of the plot (reversal and recognition) must develop directly from 
the construction of the plot itself, so that they occur from prior events either out of 
necessity or according to the laws of probability 
 For it makes a difference whether they occur because of those events or 

merely after them 
• 11) Peripeteia and Anagnorisis (reversal and recognition) 
• Reversal is the change of fortune in the action of the play to the opposite state of affairs 

(Peripeteia) 
o This reversal must be in accordance with probability and necessity 

 E.g.: In Oedipus a messenger comes to cheer Oedipus and remove his 
fears in regard to his mother; but by showing him who he actually is he 
accomplishes the very opposite effect 

 E.g.: In Lynceus – Lynceus is being led away to die and Danaus is 
following to kill him, but it turns out, because of the action that has taken 
place, that Danaus dies and Lynceus is saved 

• Recognition is the change from ignorance to knowledge, bringing about either a state of 
friendship or one of hostility  

o The most effective kind of recognition occurs together with reversal (as in 
Oedipus) 

o There are also kinds of recognition in regard to inanimate things; it is also 
possible to recognize whether someone has or has not done something 
 But the recognition that occurs between persons is the most effective 

• Recognition combined with reversal will evoke pity or fear – and tragedy is an imitation 
of actions of this type 

• A third part of the plot is suffering – suffering results from destructive or painful action 
such as death on the stage, scenes of very great pain, the infliction of wounds, and the 
like 

• 12) The quantitative aspects of tragedy are the separate parts into which Tragedy is 
divided 

o They are prologue, episode, exode, and the choral part 
 The chorale part is divided into parode and stasimon 

o The prologue is the complete section of the tragedy before the parode of the 
chorus 

o An episode is the complete section of a tragedy which is between complete choral 
songs 

o The Exode is that entire part of a tragedy which has no choric song after it 
o Of the choral part, the parode is the entire first speech of the chorus 

 The stasimon is a song of the chorus without anapests or trochaic 
tetrameters 
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o A komnos is a lament sung in common by the chorus and the actors 
• 13) We must consider what the poet should aim at, and what she should avoid, in 

constructing her plots; and by what means the specific effect of Tragedy will be produced 
• A perfect tragedy should be arranged not on the simple but on the complex plane (i.e. 

they should include recognition and reversal) 
o A perfect tragedy should imitate actions which excite pity and fear 

• The change of fortune presented must not be of a virtuous man brought from prosperity 
to adversity: for this moves neither pity nor fear, it merely shocks us 

o Nor of a bad man passing from adversity to prospoerity 
o These actions possess no single tragic quality – they neither satisfy the moral 

sense nor call forth pity and fear 
• Nor should the plot show “the downfall of the utter villain” 

o For this plot would doubtless satisfy the moral sense and human sympathy but it 
would not inspire pity or fear 

o Pity is aroused by unmerited misfortune 
o Fear is aroused by the misfortune of someone like ourselves 

• In other words, unearned misfortune arouses pity; seeing the unfortunate person be 
someone like us arouses fear  

• Thus, a model candidate for tragedy is neither perfectly virtuous or just, nor one who falls 
into misfortune through vice and depravity; but rather one who succumbs through some 
miscalculation or error or frailty 

o She must also be a good person who enjoys great reputation and good fortune 
before her fall 

• Tragedy should illustrate change of fortune not from bad fortune to good, but from good 
to bad – and this should take take place not because of depravity but through some great 
miscalculation or frailty on the part of the protagonist 

• Plots ending in misfortune is indeed the correct procedure 
o The unhappy ending is the right ending 

 In this respect Euripides is the most tragic of poets 
• In a plot with a double structure of events, the ending occurs in opposite ways for the 

better and worse characters 
• 14) Pity and Fear can arise from the spectacle and also from the very structure of the plot 

o It is superior tragedy when pity and fear arise from the structure of the plot 
o The poet should construct the plot so that even if the action is not performed 

before spectators, one who merely hears the incidents that have occurred both 
shudders and feels pity from the way the incidents turn out 

o Those who use spectacle to create a sense not of the terrible but merely of the 
monstrous are strangers to the purpose of tragedy 
 We should not seek every pleasure from tragedy but only the one proper to 

it  
• And the pleasure from tragedy is the experience of pity and fear 

through imitation  
• Pity and fear must be worked into the incidents (and not achieved only by spectacle) 
• The occurrence that appears terrifying and pitiable should be between parties with close 

relationships 
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o If an enemy takes an action against an enemy there is nothing pitiable in the 
performance of the act or in the intention to perform it, except the suffering itself  
 We expect enemies to take against their enemies  
 The same applies for two characters who are otherwise indifferent to one 

another – their killing each other does not move us 
 But should a brother kill a brother, a son kill his father, a mother kill her 

daughter – these incidents would greatly move the audience 
• If the tragedian is resorting to history for her plots she will necessarily be bound by the 

record 
o So the poet cannot change the basic framework of the received legends, but the 

skilled poet will be able to manipulate the perspective and understanding of her 
characters to change the characters’ morality and sympathy  

o It is better for a character to act knowingly in what they do (meaning knowing the 
harm they are inflicting) than to act in ignorance and not recognize her 
relationship to the other person 
 Although if one does a deed in ignorance it will only be compelling if the 

doer later learns of the relationship between she and the victim 
• 15) In regard to character there are four points aimed at 

o 1) Character should be good 
 If a speech or action has some choice connected with it, it will manifest 

character – and the character will be good if the choice is good 
o 2) Character must be appropriate 

 A character should not elicit traits not relatable to her position  
o 3) Character should be like reality 
o 4) Character should be consistent  

 If a character is inconsistent she must at least be consistently inconsistent  
• In character, as in construction of the plot, the poet must always seek for either the 

necessary or probable 
o Thus a character should speak or act in a given way by dint of the rule of 

necessity or probability – just as a plot event should follow another plot event by 
dint of necessity or probability  

o It is important that the resolution of the plot, and the complications of the plot, 
should occur through the plot itself and not by means of the deus ex machina (as 
in Medea) 

o The deus ex machina must be reserved for the events that lie outside the plot, 
either those that happened before it that are not capable of being known by men, 
or those that occur after that need to be announced and spoken of beforehand 

o Otherwise, there should be nothing improbable in the action 
• Even though the poet imitates the actions of men and represents men faithfully, they must 

also paint men as better than they are (in the same way that the artist improves certain 
qualities of his subject; “while reproducing the distinctive form of the original, make a 
likeness which is true to life and yet more beautiful”) 

o The poet must also enhance, exacerbate the negative qualities of the subject  
• Nor should the poet neglect appeals to the senses 
• 16) Types of Anagnorisis (Recognition) 
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o The first and least artistic form of Recognition is Recognition by signs, that is, 
Recognition achieved through external signs (such as birthmarks, scars, 
necklaces) 
 Odysseus was recognized through his scar in one way by the nurse and in 

another by the swineherds 
• This use of tokens as a path to Recognition is a less artistic mode 

of Recognition 
o The best kind of Recognition comes about by a turn of incident, the reversal of 

action 
• The poet should beware not to employ Recognitions that depend on the poet’s own 

contrivances 
o In other words, the Recognition must not be forced into the mouth or the 

consciousness of a certain character because the plot demands it 
• Another type of recognition occurs by our being stimulated by something that reminds us 

of an event with emotional significance  
o E.g.: when a character hears a song and is reminded of painful memories 

• Another type of recognition occurs through reasoning and is achieved by deduction (this 
is the second most preferable form of Recognition behind Recognition through aciton) 

o E.g. if a character sees something happen to a character similar to them, that first 
character can deduce the same is about to happen to them 

o “In the Choephori: ‘Some one resembling me has come: no one resembles me but 
Orestes: therefore Orestes has come.’” 

• Again, the best recognition is one that occurs from the incidents themselves, striking us, 
as they do, with astonishment through the very probability of their occurrence  

o These recognitions are accomplished without contrived signs and neckalces 
 The second best type of recognition behind this is that which is achieved 

by reasoning  
• 17) In constructing plots and working them out with proper diction, the poet must keep 

the action as much as possible before her eyes, for by visualizing the events just as if she 
were present in their occurrence, she will discover what is fitting for her story, and this 
will diminish the chance of incongruities  

• The poet should work out the action with gestures 
o Those poets who are most persuasive are those personally involved in the 

emotions they imitate 
 E.g.: one who is distressed conveys distress most truly 

o The poet should first put her arguments in general form and then extend them by 
adding episodes and amplifying detail 
 In drama the episodes are short, but epic achieves its length by means of 

them 
• E.g.: the argument of the Odyssey is not long (a man is away from 

home for many years and struggles to get back there) and 
everything else is just episode 

• 18) In every tragedy we two parts: the complication and the resolution of the action  
o Frequently some matters outside the action together with some within it comprise 

the complication, and the rest of the play consists of the resolution 
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o The complication is the part of the play from the beginning up to the point at 
which the change occurs to good or bad fortune 

o The resolution is the part of the play from the beginning of the change in fortune 
to the end  

• There are four kinds of tragedy 
o 1) The complex which consists wholly in reversal and recognition 
o 2) The tragedies of suffering (the Pathetic), where the motive is passion 
o 3) The tragedies of character (the Ethical), where the motives are ethical 
o 4) The simple tragedy 

• It is necessary to attempt to include all the poetic elements in the play, but if this is not 
possible, then as many as possible and certainly the important ones must be included 

• It is correct to speak of a tragedy as different from or similar to another on the basis of its 
plot more than anything else 

• A poet most not make an epic structure into a tragedy  
o By epic structure is meant a multiplicity of plots 
o Poets who have dramatized the entire story of the Fall of Troy, instead of 

selecting portions, have either failed utterly or met with poor success on the stage  
• Many poets are skillful in constructing their complications, but their resolutions are poor 

– but it is necessary for both elements to be mastered 
• We like seeing reversals – where a clever man is deceived, an unjust man is defeated 
• When constructing plots based on probabilities it is important to remember that is often 

VERY probable for things to occur that seem improbable 
• The chorus (a tangential part usually) must be considered as one of the characters and 

integral to the drama 
• 19) Diction and thought 

o In this instance, Thought mean every effect which has to be produced by speech – 
and they may be subdivided into proof and refutation and the production of the 
emotional effect (i.e. the production of pity and fear) 

o The dramatic actions must speak for themselves and be of a quality that they do 
not need to be explained by thought or speech 
 Indications of the important or insignificance of anything also fall under 

this heading 
 The effects must arise, in the case of the incidents, without verbal 

explanation 
• 20) Diction is composed of: letter, syllable, connecting word, noun, verb, inflection or 

case, and sentence or phrase 
o A letter is an indivisible sound (but an indivisible sound is not necessarily a letter) 

 The subdivisions of this category of letters are: vowel, semivowel, and 
mute 

• A vowel is a sound that is audible without the contact of any of the 
physical structures of the mouth 

o “That which without impact of tongue or lip has an audible 
sound.” 

• A semivowel is a sound that is audible with the contact of some of 
the physical structures of the mouth – e.g. the S and R sounds 
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• A mute is letter produced by the contact of the physical structures 
of the mouth, but inaudible in itself –  e.g.: the G and D sounds 

o A syllable is a non-significant sound constructed from a mute and a vowel  
o A connecting word is a non-significant sound that neither hinders nor promotes 

the creation of one significant sound from many sounds and that it is not 
appropriate to place at the beginning of a speech that stands independently  
 Or it is a non-significant sound that is naturally able to make one 

significant sound from a number of sounds 
o A noun is a compound significant sound, not indicating time, no part of which is 

significant by itself 
o A verb is a compound significant sound indicating time, no part of which is 

significant by itself in the same ways as has been indicated in regard to nouns 
o Inflection is a characteristic of a noun or verb signifying the genitive or dative 

relation, or indicating the singular or plural 
 “Inflection belongs both to the noun and verb, and expresses either the 

relation 'of,' 'to,' or the like; or that of number, whether one or many, as 
'man' or 'men'; or the modes or tones in actual delivery, e.g., a question or 
a command. 'Did he go?' and 'go' are verbal inflections of this kind.” 

o A sentence or phrase (also called a speech) is a compound, significant sound some 
of whose parts are significant by themselves  
 A speech is a unity in two ways – either it signifies one thing or it is a 

unity through the joining together of many speeches 
• 21) Every word is either current, or strange, or metaphorical, or ornamental, or newly-

coined, or lengthened, or contracted or altered 
o A current or proper word is one which is in general use among a people 
o A strange word is one which is in use in another country 
o A newly coined word is one which has never been in general use but is adopted 

by the poet herself 
o An altered word is one that has had a part of it removed, or that has been 

lengthened 
• Metaphor is the application of an alien name, the transference of a name from the object 

to which it has a natural application 
o This transference can take place from genus to species or species to genus or from 

species to species or by analogy 
o Genus to Species – “There lies my ship” – to lie at anchor is a species of lying 
o Species to Genus – “Verily ten thousand noble deeds hath Odysseus wrought” – 

ten thousand is the equivalent of “many,” the species of a large number for which 
the poet now substitutes the term 

o Species to Species – “Having drawn off life with a sword” “Having cut with 
unyielding bronze” – to draw off is to cut and to cut is called draw off, and both 
are subdivisions of “taking away” 

o Transference by analogy – whenever a second element is related to a first as a 
fourth is to a third 
 For example a wine cup may be called a shield of Dionysus and the shield 

may be called the cup of Ares 
 Old age to life; evening to day 
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• Evening is the old age of day; old age is the evening of life 
o It is also possible to use metaphor in a different way by applying the transferred 

epithet and then denying some aspect that is proper to it – for example, if one 
should call a shield not the cup of Ares but a wineless cup 

o Any word may be lengthened or contracted 
o A word is altered whenever the poet utilizes part of the regular name for the 

object she is describing and invents part anew 
 In other words a word is altered when part of it is removed, or when it is 

lengthened 
• 22) Diction achieves its characteristic virtue in being clear but not sparse 

o The clearest style results from the use of standard words (the use of current or 
proper words) 

o A really distinguished style varies ordinary diction through the employment of 
unusual words 
 By unusual is meant strange words and metaphor and lengthened words 

and everything that goes beyond ordinary diction or idiom 
• But if someone should write exclusively in such form the result 

would be either a riddle or a jargon 
o A riddle will result if someone writes exclusively in 

metaphor; and a jargon or barbarism will result if there is 
an exclusive use of strange words 
 A statement constructed exclusively from strange 

words is a barbarism  
o It is therefore necessary to use a combination of all these forms and to vary their 

use 
 The employment of strange words and metaphor and ornamental words 

and the other forms of speech that have been mentioned will prevent 
diction from being ordinary and mean  

• The use of normal speech will keep the diction clear 
o The lengthening and contraction of words and alterations in them contribute in no 

small measure to the diction’s clarity and its elevation above ordinary diction 
 For because such words are different they will prevent the diction from 

being ordinary through their contrast with the ordinary expression; and 
because they have a share in the customary word, they will keep the 
diction clear 

• But doing this in excess is ridiculous – moderation is needed 
 Aristotle: “For by deviating in exceptional cases from the normal idiom, 

the language will gain distinction” 
• All the above forms must be used judiciously  
• The most important matter is to be skilled in metaphor 

o This skill alone is not possible to obtain from another, and it is, in itself, a sign of 
genius  

o The ability to construct good metaphors implies the ability to see essential 
similarities  
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• 23) Narrative must be constructed in dramatic fashion, and concerning a single action that 
is whole and complete, so that, like a single integrated organism, it achieves the pleasure 
natural to it 

o Composition of events should not be similar to that found in our histories 
 Because if you try to track these then you are no longer committed to 

showing one action but a period of time (and as many things as have 
happened in this time) 

• In history there is a sequence of events but they are not necessarily 
causal or linked and don’t produce a single result, yet the historian 
must report them all 

• Homer does not write about the whole Trojan war, for that would have been a very large 
subject and could not have been taken in easily in a single view – the story would be 
tangled because of the diversity of incidents 

o But in treating only one part of the war, Homer is able to introduce other episodes 
such as the catalogue of ships, and this gives nice variety to the poem 

o Lesser poets try to follow a single hero, a single period, or an action with a 
multiplicity of parts – this can never lead to effective tragedy 

• 24) Epic Poetry, like Tragedy, requires Reversals of the Situation, Recognitions, and 
Scenes of Suffering 

o Moreover, in Epic Poetry, the thoughts and the diction must be artistic 
o Homer is a model in Epic Poetry 

• The Iliad is simple and exhibits suffering (pathos); the Odyssey is complex (for 
recognition scenes run through it) and shows character (i.e. it is ethical) 

o In diction and thought but the Iliad and Odyssey are supreme  
• Because of the narrative quality of epic it is possible to depict many simultaneous lines of 

action that, if appropriate, become the means of increasing the poem’s scope 
o This element of scope, the scale on which the story is constructed, is the chief 

difference between Epic Poetry and Tragedy 
• Epic Poetry has a great and special capacity for enlarging its dimensions 

o In Tragedy we cannot imitate several lines of actions carried on at one and the 
same time 
 We must confine ourselves to the action on the stage and the part taken by 

the players 
o But in Epic Poetry, owing to the narrative form, many events simultaneously 

transacted can be presented – there can be a diverse sequence of episodes 
 This method of simultaneous depiction of events adds mass and dignity to 

the poem 
• This method is elegant and varies the interest of the audience  

• The rapid overloading of tragedies with the same kind of incident is what makes tragedies 
fail 

• The heroic meter (iambic pentameter) is the stateliest and most dignified meter, and 
therefore it is especially receptive to strange words and metaphor 

o The iambic and the trochaic tetrameter are stirring measures, the latter being akin 
to dancing, the former expressive of action 

o No one has ever composed a poem on a great scale in any other than heroic verse 
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 Nature herself, as has been mentioned, teaches the choice of the proper 
meter 

• “Homer, admirable in all respects, has the special merit of being the only poet who 
rightly appreciates the part he should take for himself” 

o The poet herself must speak in her own person in the poem as little as possible – 
this ruins the imitation and fictive illusion, pulls the reader out of it 

o Homer, after a few prefatory words, at once brings in a man, or woman, or other 
personage; none of them wanting in characteristic qualities, but each a character 
of his or her own 

• The element of the wonderful or marvelous is required in Tragedy 
o The wonderful depends in part on the irrational, the wonderful is pleasing 
o The action then must create the marvelous and the irrational 

• The use of probable impossibilities is preferable to that of improbable possibilities  
o We must not construct plots from irrational elements, and we should especially 

attempt not to have anything irrational at all in them – but if this is not possible, 
the irrational should be outside the plot 
 If the irrational is introduced, an air of likelihood must be introduced with 

it 
 “Absurdity is veiled by the poetic charm with which the poet invests it” 

• It is necessary to intensify the diction only in those parts of the poem that lack action and 
are unexpressive of character and thought  

o But the poet must beware: character and thought can be obscured by a diction that 
is over-brilliant 

• 25) Since the poet is an imitator he must carry out his imitations in one of three ways 
o he must imitate 1) things that were in the past or are now 2) things as they are said 

or thought to be 3) things as they ought to be 
o The poet presents his imitation in standard diction (in ordinary language), as well 

as in strange words and metaphors and in many variations of diction, for we grant 
this license to poets 

• In regard to poetry itself – two categories of error are possible: one essential and one 
accidental 

o If the poet chooses to imitate but imitates incorrectly through lack of ability the 
error is an essential one 

o If the poet errs by choosing an incorrect representation of the object (for example, 
representing a horse putting forward both right hooves) or makes a technical error 
(in regard to medicine or another art) or introduces an impossibility of any sort – 
the mistake is an accidental one, not an essential one 

• In regard to the problems that are related to the essential nature of art: if impossibilities 
have been represented, an error has been made – but it may be permissible to do this if 
the representation supports the goal of the imitation, and if it makes the section in which 
it occurs, or another part of the poem, more striking 

o If it enhances the poem, the impossibility, the error, is justified 
• To sum up these two types of errors: to paint a doe as having antlers (which they don’t 

have) is a less serious matter than to paint it inartistically  
• The criticism that a work of art is not a truthful representation can be met by the 

argument that it is as it should be 
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o [Think of the colors van Gogh uses in his paintings and how they are not found 
that brilliantly in nature but those paintings and the objects in them are as they 
should be] 

o Sophocles himself said he created characters as they should exist 
• If the artistic representation is neither how things are or how they should be, the poet can 

reply that she made the representation as people say the thing is 
• “In examining whether what has been said or done by some one is poetically right or not, 

we must not look merely to the particular act or saying, and ask whether it is poetically 
good or bad. We must also consider by whom it is said or done, to whom, when, by what 
means, or for what end; whether, for instance, it be to secure a greater good, or avert a 
greater evil.” – in other words whether it is right in context of the action and character 

• Whenever a word seems to signify contradictory things, we must consider how many 
different meanings that word might have in the passage – and the poet must endeavor to 
use clear language and diction to avoid creating ambiguities  

o “Things that sound contradictory should be examined by the same rules as in 
dialectical refutation- whether the same thing is meant, in the same relation, and 
in the same sense. We should therefore solve the question by reference to what 
the poet says himself, or to what is tacitly assumed by a person of intelligence.” 

• In drama it is reasonable that some things occur contrary to reason  
• Criticism of poetry derives from five sources 

o That the action is 1) impossible 2) irrational 3) morally harmful 4) contradictory 
5) contains technical errors 

• 26) Which mode of imitation – tragedy or epic – is higher?  
• Tragedy, since it is better at accomplishing its goals, is superior to epic 

o In tragedy the goal of imitation is achieved in a shorter length of time 
o Whereas Epic seeks to imitate everything and anything 

 Unlike Epic, which would be absurd and all but impossible to stage, 
Tragedy provides a vivid performance in reading as well as in the 
performing  

• The counter argument is that Epic Poetry is addressed to a cultivated audience, who do 
not need gesture or performance, and that Tragedy is addressed to an inferior public 

o Aristotle refutes this by noting that many poets use histrionic, unfitting gestures in 
the performance of their poetry 
 And further, all action is not to be condemned; Drama (Tragedy) is not to 

be condemned because it has action 
• Only bad performance is to be condemned  

 And the point still holds that tragedy produces its effect both in the 
reading and performing, but epic poetry only in the reading 

 Additional, Tragedy may even have within it elements of Epic Poetry, 
such as meter, music, and thus tragedy can even produce the effect of Epic 
Poetry as well as its own unique effect 

 Tragedy is also more temporarily contained than Epic Poetry (in terms of 
length) and thus to achieve such powerful effects in such a curtailed 
timeframe makes it superior to Epic 
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• The Epic is sprawling and will furnish subjects for several 
Tragedies, but the Tragedy is focused, concise, and thus more 
powerful  

 “If, then, tragedy is superior to epic poetry in all these respects, and, 
moreover, fulfills its specific function better as an art- for each art ought to 
produce, not any chance pleasure, but the pleasure proper to it, as already 
stated- it plainly follows that tragedy is the higher art, as attaining its end 
more perfectly.” 

• Aristotle’s conclusion: “This much may suffice concerning Tragic and Epic poetry in 
general; their several kinds and parts, with the number of each and their differences; the 
causes that make a poem good or bad; the objections of the critics and the answers to 
these objections.” 


