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Aristotle's Poetics may be one of the most influential documents ever 

produced on the art of the drama. The text is probably a transcription of lectures on 

the art of dramatic literature given to a group of students. In this excerpt, Aristotle 

defines the nature of tragic drama, discusses the six essential elements of drama, 

states his opinion on the best type of tragic plot, and suggests the most effective 

means to arouse essential emotions such as pity and fear. For centuries, scholars have 

regarded the Poetics as the definitive statement on playwriting, although the precise 

meaning of Aristotle's ideas is debated to this day. 
 

 

From The Poetics 

By Aristotle 

 

TRAGEDY DEFINED AND ANALYZED INTO PARTS 

Thus, Tragedy is an imitation of an action that is serious, complete, 

and possessing magnitude; in embellished language, each kind of which 

is used separately in the different parts; in the mode of action and not 

narrated; and effecting through pity and fear [what we call] the catharsis 

of such emotions. By “embellished language” I mean language having 

rhythm and melody, and by “separately in different parts” I mean that 

some parts of a play are carried on solely in metrical speech while others 

again are sung. 

 

A student of ancient Greek philosopher Plato, Aristotle 

shared his teacher’s reverence for human knowledge but 

revised many of Plato’s ideas by emphasizing methods 

rooted in observation and experience. Aristotle surveyed 

and systematized nearly all the extant branches of 

knowledge and provided the first ordered accounts of 

biology, psychology, physics, and literary theory. In 

addition, Aristotle invented the field known as formal logic, 

pioneered zoology, and addressed virtually every major 

philosophical problem known during his time. Known to 

medieval intellectuals as simply “the Philosopher,” 

Aristotle is possibly the greatest thinker in Western history, 

and historically, perhaps the single greatest influence on 

Western intellectual development. 
 

AARRIISSTTOOTTLLEE 



THE CONSTITUENT PARTS OF TRAGEDY. 

Since the imitation is carried out in the dramatic mode by the 

personages themselves, it necessarily follows, first, that the arrangement 

of Spectacle will be a part of tragedy, and next, that Melody and 

Language will be parts, since these are the media in which they effect the 

imitation. By “language” I mean precisely the composition of the verses, 

by “melody” only that which is perfectly obvious. And since tragedy is 

the imitation of an action and is enacted by men in action, these persons 

must necessarily possess certain qualities of Character and Thought, since 

these are the basis for our ascribing qualities to the actions themselves—

character and thought are two natural causes of actions—and it is in their 

actions that men universally meet with success or failure. The imitation of 

the action is the Plot. By plot I here mean the combination of the events; 

Character is that in virtue of which we say that the personages are of such 

and such a quality; and Thought is present in everything in their 

utterances that aims to prove a point or that expresses an opinion. 

Necessarily, therefore, there are in tragedy as a whole, considered as a 

special form, six constituent elements, viz. Plot, Character, Language, 

Thought, Spectacle, and Melody. Of these elements, two [Language and 

Melody] are the media in which they effect the imitation, one [Spectacle] 

is the manner, and three [Plot, Character, Thought] are the objects they 

imitate; and besides these there are no other parts. So then they employ 

these six forms, not just some of them so to speak; for every drama has 

spectacle, character, plot, language, melody, and thought in the same 

sense, but the most important of them is the organization of the events 

[the plot]. 

 

PLOT AND CHARACTER. 

For tragedy is not an imitation of men but of actions and of life. It 

is in action that happiness and unhappiness are found, and the end we aim 

at is a kind of activity, not a quality; in accordance with their characters 

men are of such and such a quality, in accordance with their actions they 

are fortunate or the reverse. Consequently, it is not for the purpose of 

presenting their characters that the agents engage in action, but rather it is 

for the sake of their actions that they take on the characters they have. 

Thus, what happens—that is, the plot—is the end for which a tragedy 

exists, and the end or purpose is the most important thing of all. What is 

more, without action there could not be a tragedy, but there could be 

without characterization. In fact, the tragedies of most of our recent 

playwrights are lacking in the ethical element, and generally speaking 

many poets [of all kinds] show a similar tendency. So too among painters, 

Zeuxis stands in contrast with Polygnotus, the latter being an excellent 

portrayer of character, whereas there is no delineation of character at all 



in the painting of Zeuxis. And again, merely by stringing together a 

succession of speeches full of character and well composed in point of 

language and thought, one will never create the effect we said was proper 

to tragedy, but this effect is much more apt to be achieved with a tragedy 

possessing a plot and coordinated events, even though it may be relatively 

deficient in its treatment of these other elements. A further point: the 

principal means by which tragedy exerts its fascination are parts of the 

plot, that is to say reversals and recognitions. Finally, it is significant that 

beginning authors are able to attain proficiency in language and character 

portrayal sooner than in plot construction—a point that may also be 

illustrated from nearly all the early dramatists. Clearly, then, the first 

principle and, as it were, the soul of tragedy is the plot, and second in 

importance is character. In painting, too, it is much the same—a painter 

who smeared on the most beautiful colors at random would give less 

pleasure than he would by making a likeness of something in black and 

white. Tragedy is an imitation of an action, and it is an imitation of the 

agents chiefly owing to the action.... 

 

THE BEST FORM OF TRAGEDY 

Next in order after the points I have just dealt with, it would seem 

necessary to specify what one should aim at and what avoid in the 

construction of plots, and what it is that will produce the effect proper to 

tragedy. 

 

Now since in the finest kind of tragedy the structure should be 

complex and not simple, and since it should also be a representation of 

terrible and piteous events (that being the special mark of this type of 

imitation), in the first place, it is evident that good men ought not to be 

shown passing from prosperity to misfortune, for this does not inspire 

either pity or fear, but only revulsion; nor evil men rising from ill fortune 

to prosperity, for this is the most untragic plot of all—it lacks every 

requirement, in that it neither elicits human sympathy nor stirs pity or 

fear. And again, neither should an extremely wicked man be seen falling 

from prosperity into misfortune, for a plot so constructed might indeed 

call forth human sympathy, but would not excite pity or fear, since the 

first is felt for a person whose misfortune is undeserved and the second 

for someone like ourselves—pity for the man suffering undeservedly, fear 

for the man like ourselves—and hence neither pity nor fear would be 

aroused in this case. We are left with the man whose place is between 

these extremes. Such is the man who on the one hand is not pre-eminent 

in virtue and justice, and yet on the other hand does not fall into 

misfortune through vice or depravity, but falls because of some mistake; 



one among the number of the highly renowned and prosperous, such as 

Oedipus and Thyestes and other famous men from families like theirs.... 

 

HOW TO AROUSE PITY AND FEAR 

The effect of fear and pity may be created by spectacle; but it may 

also be created by the very structure of the events, and this method has 

priority and is the way of a better poet. For the plot should be so 

constructed that even without seeing the play, anyone who merely hears 

the events unfold will shudder and feel pity as a result of what is 

happening—which is precisely what one would experience in listening to 

the plot of Oedipus. To procure this effect by means of spectacle is less 

artistic in that it calls for external apparatus, while those who produce 

through spectacle something that is not terrifying but only portentous in 

effect have no part in tragedy at all, for not every sort of pleasure is to be 

sought from tragedy, but only that which properly belongs to it. And 

since the pleasure the poet is to provide is that which comes from pity and 

fear through an imitation, clearly this effect must be embodied in the 

events of the plot. 

 

Let us consider, therefore, the kinds of occurrences that seem 

terrible or pitiful. Actions of this sort must, of course, happen between 

persons who are either friends to one another or enemies or neither. Now 

if enemy harms enemy, there is nothing to excite pity either in his doing 

the deed or in his being on the point of doing it—nothing, that is, but the 

actual suffering; and the same is true if the parties are neither friends nor 

enemies. When, however, the tragic event occurs within the sphere of the 

natural affections—when, for instance, a brother kills or is on the point of 

killing his brother, or a son his father, or a mother her son, or a son his 

mother, or something equally drastic is done—that is the kind of event a 

poet must try for. There is, of course, no possibility of altering the 

traditional stories—I mean Clytemnestra being murdered by Orestes and 

Eriphyle by Alcmeon—but it is the poet's duty to find a way of using 

even these traditional subjects well.... 

 

THE CHARACTERS OF TRAGEDY 

With regard to the Characters there are four things to aim at. First 

and foremost is that the characters be good. The personages will have 

character if, as aforesaid, they reveal in speech or in action what their 

moral choices are, and a good character will be one whose choices are 

good. It is possible to portray goodness in every class of persons; a 

woman may be good and a slave may be good, though perhaps as a class 

women are inferior and slaves utterly base. The second requisite is to 

make the character appropriate. Thus it is possible to portray any 



character as manly, but inappropriate for a female character to be manly 

or formidable in the way I mean. Third is to make the characters lifelike, 

which is something different from making them good and appropriate, as 

described above. Fourth is to make them consistent. Even if the person 

being imitated is inconsistent and this is what the character is supposed to 

be, he should nevertheless be portrayed as consistently inconsistent. 


