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         [1447a] I intend to discuss the essence of poetry, its various forms, and the power and function of each form. I will examine how the plot should be created for the poem to be good and beautiful, the nature and number of the parts of a poem, and whatever else is appropriate to this inquiry. I will begin in a natural way by examining first principles.

         Epic, tragic, comic, and dithyrambic poetry are generally forms of imitation, as is most music for the flute and the harp. But they differ from each other in three ways: either in their separate medium, or in their means, or in the object of presentation.

         While some artists portray many different things by means of color and shape and others use sound — based on art or practice — poets generally create through rhythm, language, and melody by using them either separately or combined. Flute playing and harp playing only use melody and rhythm. This is also true of similar arts, such as playing the panpipes. Dancers use only rhythm without melody, because they are able to present character, emotion, and action by means of rhythmic movement.

         Another kind of art employs only language, either in bare prose or in verse. If it is composed in verse, the meter may be single or a combination. [1447b] This art does not have a name, because no common term has yet been applied to the mimes of Sophron and Xenarchus, the Socratic dialogues, or to those who present their art in trimetric, elegiac, or any similar meter. Nevertheless, people are in the habit of calling them poets simply for their use of verse rather than for what they create. They add the word “poet” to the name of the meter that is used — calling some of them elegiac poets and others epic poets. Even when people publish a medical essay or a work of physics in verse, they are commonly called poets. However, Homer and Empedocles have nothing in common except that they both use meter, so it would be correct to call Homer a poet and Empedocles a physicist rather than poet.

         By the same token, we would call someone a poet who succeeds in creating a work even if all kinds of verse forms are mixed — as Chaeremon did in his poem Centaur, a composition that includes many forms. This is how the distinctions can be made clear.

         Some kinds of art utilize all the means I have mentioned — rhythm, melody, and meter — in dithyrambic and nomic poetry, as well as in comedy and tragedy. They differ in that dithyrambic and nomic poetry maintain their means from beginning to end, whereas in tragedy and comedy they alternate. These are the differences in the various arts by which creation is achieved.
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         [1448a] Poets present human actions. Those actions are either good or bad because characters are generally one or the other. People differ in character because of goodness or badness. Therefore, poets portray their characters either as better than we are, worse than we are, or the same as we are. Painters have the same purpose. Polygnotus portrays people as better than we are, Pauson as worse than we are, and Dionysius portrays them the same as we are.

         It is now clear that all of the arts I have mentioned manifest these distinctions and that they will differ from each other by portraying objects in one of the three ways mentioned. These differences can also occur in dancing, flute playing, and harp playing, as well as in prose and poetry unaccompanied by music. For example, Homer presents people as better than we are, Cleophon makes them like us, and Hegemon of Thasos — the first person to compose parodies — along with Nicochares, author of the Deliad, present them as worse than we are. The same can be said of dithyrambic and nomic poetry, as is shown by the different ways Timotheus and Philoxenus portrayed the Cyclops. In the same way comedy differs from tragedy: comedy seeks to portray people as worse than we are, while tragedy tries to present people as better than we are.
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         A third difference concerns the way the artist portrays various objects. It is possible for a poet to use the same means to achieve the same purpose in different ways: by alternating between direct narration in the first person and assuming the voice of another character, as Homer does; by speaking in the first person throughout the poem; and by having the characters enact the entire story.

         As I said at the beginning, works of art differ from each other in three respects — the medium, the means, and the object of imitation.

         Therefore, in one way, Sophocles resembles Homer because both portray admirable characters, but in another way he resembles Aristophanes because both of them portray significant human actions. In fact, some claim that is why they are called “dramas”— because they present people doing things. For the same reason the Dorians lay claim to both tragedy and comedy. The Megarians here in Greece say that comedy originated in Megara under their democracy, but those in Sicily insist that it began with them, because their poet Epicharmus lived long before Chionides and Magnes. Some Peloponnesian cities lay claim for the origin of tragedy, and the Dorians try to justify these claims by the names “comedy” and “tragedy.” They point out that they call their villages komai, whereas the Athenians call them demoi; and that their comedians do not get their name from comzein which means, “to revel” but from performing in the city so that they wandered from komai to komai — village to village. [1448b] Drama is about human action and the Dorian word for action is dran, but the Athenian word for action is quite different — prattein. This should suffice to explain the differences in number and kind of imitation.
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         On the whole, poetry seems to arise from two natural causes. Already as children, human beings have an inherent desire to imitate. We stand out among all creatures as having the greatest power to imitate — enabling us to acquire our earliest education through imitation — and taking a natural delight in imitation. Our own experience proves this. We enjoy looking at realistic images of what is normally most dreadful and repulsive, such as wild beasts and corpses. The reason is that learning gives considerable pleasure not only to philosophers but also to all other people, although they have a smaller share of it. We enjoy seeing images because we learn by contemplating them and try to infer what each one means — for example, that this person is the same kind as that one. If it happens that we have never seen that person or thing, then our pleasure does not come from the image as such but from the skill displayed in making the image by using color or a similar means.

         Because we have a natural inclination for imitating, as well as for melody and rhythm — poetic meter is obviously derived from rhythm — the most talented people have gradually created poetry out of improvisations since the earliest times. Poetry then separated according to the character of the poets. The more serious poets portrayed noble actions of the best people, whereas the inferior ones presented the actions of insignificant people by producing satires, while the better poets initially wrote hymns and eulogies. We do not have any examples of satire before Homer, though many such poets probably existed.

         Beginning with Homer’s Margites, we can find a number of such works.

         For these satires the iambic meter was developed — it is still called the iambic meter because it is the kind of verse in which people lampoon one another. In this way some of the older poets came to write heroic verse, whereas others wrote satire.

         Just as Homer was the consummate serious poet, because he was the only one who combined excellent poetry with dramatic form, he also was the first to outline comic form by showing the humorous itself rather than satirizing an individual. His Margites is to comedy what the Iliad and the Odyssey are to tragedy. [1449a] When tragedy and comedy emerged, people were naturally attracted to one form or another. Those who had been drawn to malicious satire became comic poets, and those who had been epic poets chose to write tragedy, because tragedy and comedy are greater and more admirable forms of art than epic and satire.

         To consider whether or not the form of tragedy is now suitably developed either in itself or in relation to its audience in the theater would require a separate investigation. Tragedy and comedy first began as improvisation. Tragedy evolved from the improvisations of the leaders of dithyrambs, and comedy from the leaders of phallic songs that continue to be performed in many cities. Tragedy then gradually developed as each part improved; and, after changing many times, it achieved its own natural form and stopped growing.

         Aeschylus was the first one to add a second actor. He also reduced the role of the chorus and prepared the way for dialogue to take center stage. Sophocles added a third actor and scenery. It took some time for tragedy to acquire its greatness and lofty character, because it had to outgrow the original Satyr play with its short plots and comical language. The meter changed from trochaic tetrameter — which had been appropriate for satiric plays and dancing — to iambic trimeter, which is more natural and better suited for spoken language. An indication of this is that in everyday conversation we normally use iambic meter but seldom use hexameters, and when we do we must abandon the cadence of everyday conversation.

         As for the number of events and how each one is properly arranged in tragedy, what has already been said should suffice.

         Explaining each one in detail would be a major task.
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         Comedy, as I said, imitates inferior, insignificant people who are not altogether bad but who manifest an aspect of the ugly that makes us laugh. The aspect of the ugly that provokes laughter is something that is flawed or repulsive, but it does not bring about either pain or disaster — just as an ugly or grotesque mask looks ridiculous but it does not produce pain. We are familiar with how tragedy changed and the means by which these changes took place. But we do not know the early history of comedy, because at first it was not taken seriously. [1449b] This is to be expected, because it took a long time for the authorities to approve a chorus for comedies — until then the actors were volunteers. Comedy had already begun to take shape by the time its better known makers are mentioned. Nobody knows who introduced its masks and prologues or who increased the number of actors, and other such aspects. The idea of comic plots originated in Sicily, where Epicharmus and Phormis first introduced them. Crates was the first Athenian comic poet to give up satire and create more cohesive plots with a more general meaning.

         Epic poetry resembles tragedy to the extent that both use serious meter to present people of admirable character, but they differ in that epic poetry uses only a single kind of meter and employs narrative style.

         They also differ in length, although that was not true when they began.

         When possible, tragedy is confined to a single circuit of the sun or a bit longer, but epic poetry has no such temporal limits. Concerning their essential parts, some are the same in both forms of poetry, but others are unique to tragedy. Tragedy has all of the components found in epic poetry, whereas epic poetry lacks some of the elements found in tragedy.
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