Selections from Aristotle's Poetics
Adapted from the translation by S.H. Butcher

Tragedy, then, is an imitation of an action that is serious, complete, and of a certain magnitude;
in language embellished with each kind of artistic ornament. . . in the form of action, not of
narrative; through pity and fear effecting the proper purgation of these emotions. By ‘language
embellished," I mean language into which rhythm, 'harmony' and song enter. Tragedy is the
imitation of an action; and an action implies personal agents, who necessarily possess certain
distinctive qualities both of character and thought. Every tragedy, therefore, must have six parts,
which parts determine its quality - namely, plot, character, diction, thought, spectacle, song.

For tragedy is an imitation, not of men, but of an action and of life. Now character determines
men's qualities, but it is by their actions that they are happy or the reverse. The plot, then, is the
first principle, and, as it were, the soul of a tragedy; character holds the second place. A similar
fact is seen in painting. The most beautiful colours, laid on confusedly, will not give as much
pleasure as the chalk outline of a portrait.

But again, 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 follows 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. We may instance the statue of Mitys at Argos, which
fell upon his murderer while he was a spectator at a festival, and killed him. Such events seem
not to be due to mere chance. Plots, therefore, constructed on these principles are necessarily the
best.

Plots are either simple or complex. . . . An action which is one and continuous in the sense above
defined, I call simple, when the change of fortune takes place without reversal and without
recognition A complex action is one in which the change is accompanied by such reversal, or by
recognition, or by both. These last should arise from the internal structure of the plot, so that
what follows should be the necessary or probable result of the preceding action. Reversal is a
change by which the action veers round to its opposite, subject always to our rule of probability
or necessity. Thus in the Oedipus, the messenger comes to cheer Oedipus and free him from his
alarms about his mother, but by revealing who he is, he produces the opposite effect.
Recognition, as the name indicates, is a change from ignorance to knowledge, producing love or
hate between the persons destined by the poet for good or bad fortune. The best form of
recognition is coincident with a reversal, as in the Oedipus. This recognition, combined with
reversal, will produce either pity or fear; and actions producing these effects are those which, by
our definition, tragedy represents.

Two parts, then, of the plot - reversal and recognition - turn upon surprises. A third part is the
scene of suffering. The scene of suffering is a destructive or painful action, such as death on the
stage, bodily agony, wounds, and the like. The perfect tragedy should, as we have seen, be
arranged not on the simple but on the complex plan. It should, moreover, imitate actions which
excite pity and fear, this being the distinctive mark of tragic imitation. It follows plainly, in the
first place, that the change of fortune presented must not be the spectacle of a virtuous man
brought from prosperity to adversity: for this moves neither pity nor fear; it merely shocks us.
Nor, again, that of a bad man passing from adversity to prosperity: for nothing can be more alien



to the spirit of tragedy; it possesses no single tragic quality; it neither satisfies the moral sense
nor calls forth pity or fear. Nor, again, should the downfall of the utter villain be exhibited. A
plot of this kind would, doubtless, satisfy the moral sense, but it would inspire neither pity nor
fear; for pity is aroused by unmerited misfortune, fear by the misfortune of a man like ourselves.
Such an event, therefore, will be neither pitiful nor terrible. There remains, then, the character
between these two extremes - that of a man who is not eminently good and just, yet whose
misfortune is brought about not by vice or depravity, but by some error or frailty. He must be one
who is highly renowned and prosperous - a personage like Oedipus, Thyestes, or other illustrious
men of such families.

Fear and pity may be aroused by spectacle; 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 aids. Those who employ spectacular means to create a sense not of
the terrible but only of the monstrous, are strangers to the purpose of tragedy; for we must not
demand of tragedy any and every kind of pleasure, but only that which is proper to it.



