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Note: All quotations are from Aristotle’s Poetics. I have used the translation by the nineteenth-century scholar S. H. Butcher, modernizing and expanding it here and there to make the meaning clearer. Substantial editorial interventions are in square brackets. Numbers at the ends of sections refer to sections of Aristotle’s original.
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ARISTOTLE



Aristotle was born in 384 BC in Stageira, some 55 km east of what is now Thessaloniki. His father was court physician to King Amyntas of Macedon, and Aristotle was given the standard aristocratic education of the time, culminating in a journey to Athens when he was seventeen, to study with Plato. He stayed there for twenty years, leaving only when Speusippos, Plato’s successor, began giving the academic study of philosophy a mathematical bias that Aristotle (by all accounts no mathematician) found uncongenial. After a dozen years in northern Greece (seven of them spent as tutor to the future Alexander the Great), he returned to Athens in 335 BC and founded a teaching institution of his own, the Lyceum, which remained a centre of research and learning until it was closed by the Roman emperor Justinian 860 years later.


Aristotle and his followers believed that human curiosity was infinite, and that no subject was unworthy of systematic study. Aristotle himself left treatises on botany, ethics, history, literary composition, logic, metaphysics, meteorology, oratory, the physical world, political science, religion and zoology. In contrast to earlier Greek philosophers, including Plato, he placed less reliance on discussion and flashes of intellectual inspiration than on research and inductive logic. Each enquiry began with the exhaustive compilation of existing evidence, both physical – a quest whose range was restricted only by the non-existence of scientific instruments – and written. The material was then codified according to the principles of logic, and only when this work was completed did the researcher propose theories and conclusions of his own. The same method was applied to each subject of study, whether physical objects (such as stones or animals), human constructs (such as plays or systems of government) or abstractions (such as virtue or justice).


Aristotle’s conclusions were never meant to be prescriptive; they were, rather, a summary of all evidence so far available, with conclusions drawn from it. In his view, new material and new evidence were constantly appearing, and theories should be modified to take account of them. His surviving works – about one-quarter of the total attributed to him – are not finished treatises so much as interim reports, often in the form of notes and containing accumulations and accretions of material made over many years. He can seem inconsistent and self-contradictory; no doubt if he had revised his work himself for publication, he would have attended to this problem. Poetics, for example, combines detailed description and analysis of practicalities (such as a lengthy typology of that standard but hardly major component of ancient tragedy, the recognition scene: see ‘Anagnorisis and peripeteia’, see here) with blunt assertions about intangibles (such as the half sentence outlining the function of tragedy: ‘through pity and terror it effects the purgation of these emotions’).



POETICS



I propose to discuss literary and dramatic composition. I shall examine the essential qualities of the art itself and of its various manifestations. I shall inquire into how material should be organised to make a successful literary work, into the number and nature of its constituent parts, and into all other relevant matters. And I shall begin, naturally, with first principles. (1)


In the tenth book of his Republic, written in the 370s BC, Plato launched an attack on the arts more ironical, mischievous and provocative – we might say more ‘Shavian’ – than anything else in his surviving work. He seems to have wanted rather to twit the artistic community than to make serious philosophical points (though that has never prevented philosophers from taking him seriously). An artist, he said, is ‘third in line to the throne of truth’, because (for example) whereas God makes ‘bed’ and a carpenter makes ‘a bed’, an artist makes only the representation of a bed. We may admire Homer and enjoy his descriptions of (say) generalship or doctoring, but we would hardly go to him for leadership in a real battle or healing in a real disease. Artists, in particular dramatists, show ‘distorted’ characters rather than ‘true’ ones: for example, when they let people give open expression to emotions that we restrain in ordinary life. The quarrel between philosophy and art is that philosophy defines while art – ‘a bitch growling and snarling at its owner’ – merely describes.


Plato ends his remarks by inviting anyone who loves the arts to defend them on the grounds that they bring not just pleasure but some kind of benefit to human life and society; if this cannot be done, the arts will be banned from the ideal society. This challenge is in part taken up in Aristotle’s Poetics. The book, which was first circulated in the 340s BC, some thirty years after Plato’s attack, dealt with music, dance and the fine arts as well as with literature. Twenty-six short sections survive, about half the total. They deal with tragedy and epic (in Aristotle’s day the principal forms of literary fiction); comedy is promised in the text, but missing.


Although Poetics is one of Aristotle’s minor works, its fame and influence in later centuries far exceeded this position. Both in ancient Rome (where Horace and Longinus admired and extended Aristotle’s arguments) and in the Renaissance and beyond, it was treated as a seminal text of aesthetic and dramatic criticism, and Aristotle’s observations, mistaken views of them or reactions to those views influenced the discussion and practice of ‘serious’ Western drama for over two millennia.


THE FUNCTION OF TRAGEDY


Tragedy is the imitation of an action that is serious, complete, and of a certain magnitude; in language embellished with each kind of artistic ornament, the several kinds being found in separate parts of the play. In form it is action, not narrative. Through pity and terror it effects the purgation of these emotions. By ‘language embellished’ I mean language into which enter rhythm, harmony and song. By ‘the several kinds being found in separate parts’ I mean that some parts are rendered through the medium of verse alone, others again with the aid of song. (6)


It is fundamentally unGreek to attribute any specific didactic or therapeutic impulse to artistic creation in general or to any artist in particular. Poetics may talk of the ‘purgation’ of emotions, but this is the (possible) effect of tragedy rather than its intrinsic purpose. The activity of writing plays or epic poems is analogous less to that of (say) a priest who presides over the relationship between mortals and gods or a teacher who changes minds than to that of the artisan who makes a table. Carpenters need not agonize about the eventual function of the furniture they make: they know what it is before they start. So it is, in Poetics at least, with authors of literary fiction.


Greek moral ‘teaching’ was nothing like that of later Europe, with its Judaeo-Christian emphasis on scripture and on action learned from precedent. In Greek religion, only a few fringe cults (for example, Orphism) had sacred books. Custom and practice were not prescribed but were the result of an evolutionary process; they were reinforced by reference to myth-stories, selectively retold (and in some cases made up or revised ad hoc) to validate attitudes or behaviour. Like the anecdotes families tell about distant relatives, myths served to reinforce a continuum of group identity; they were capacious and protean; few contained imperatives for thought or action, in the way of Judaeo-Christian scriptural anecdote.


The idea that morality and ethics could be codified at all was recent even in Aristotle’s day, and resulted less from an impulse to prescribe or preach than from the incessant question-asking and solution-proposing that were characteristic of early Greek philosophy. The enquiry was into the nature of virtue and its manifestations; whether an individual went on from such a quest to choose or reject virtuous behaviour was not the philosopher’s prime concern. Mimesis (see here), the chief process of the arts, was a matter less of moral indoctrination than of the (selective) imitation of reality. This ‘reality’ need not be physical; emotions and thoughts could also be represented. Music could – indeed should – represent emotion. Dance could show not only what people did or had done to them, but what they were like. Sculpture, as well as showing what people looked like, could also represent the ‘ideal’ in such qualities as beauty or nobility. The literary arts made statements about human actions and motives and the behaviour of gods and other supernatural beings who impinged on the mortal world. Homer’s poems, and in Aristotle’s time the works of the great Athenian dramatists, were particularly admired for the diversity and acuity of such passages.
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