The Poetics (circa 340 B.C.)

1. In what three respects may the arts, all modes of imitation, differ one from another? Give an example of one such difference. (2-3)

2. From what two instincts "natural to human beings" does poetry, according to Aristotle, seem to have sprung? (8-9)

3. Aristotle observes that "we delight in looking at the most detailed images of things which in themselves we see with pain" (8-9). How does Aristotle explain this curious pleasure?

4. What does comedy imitate or represent? What is the "laughable"? (14)

5. In what way does epic poetry "follow" or accord with tragedy? In what ways do they differ? (16-17)

6. How does Aristotle first define tragedy? What are the two tragic emotions by means of which catharsis is achieved, and what effect does tragedy have upon those emotions? (17-18)

7. What are the six parts every tragedy must have? Which, according to Aristotle, is the most important, indeed the soul of tragedy, and why? (18-22)

8. Tragedy, according to Aristotle, is essentially a representation or imitation, not of men, but of an action. What characteristics should this action have? How does Aristotle describe a "whole"? What must the poet invent to imitate an action? (20-24)

9. What, according to Aristotle, is the proper relationship between dramatic action and the representation of character? (21-23)

10. What is the main difference between poetry and history? What does Aristotle apparently mean by the term "universal"? (26-27)

11. What are the two kinds of plot and how are they distinguished? Which is better, and why? (29)

12. What are "recognition" (anagnorisis) and "reversal" (peripeteia)? Why are they important to the structure of a drama and to achieving the cathartic effect Aristotle says is the key to a successful tragedy? (30-31)

13. Since the aim of tragedy is to generate pity and fear, how does this aim influence the poet's selection of the tragic protagonist or main character? And how should the dramatist portray character? (32-34, 37-40)

14. What is the advantage that epic has over tragedy and that conduces to "splendour" and "divert[s] the listener"? How does Aristotle differentiate the verse forms employed in tragedy from epic's dactylic hexameter? (60-61) Incidentally, Greek verse is based on quantity, not accent: Homer's epic meter runs as follows:

"-- u u / -- u u / -- u u / -- u u / -- u u / -- -- (or "-- u"; long = --; short = u).

15. What does Aristotle say about the inclusion of improbable or impossible events in a tragedy? When is it advisable for a critic to look kindly on an "error" in representative poetry--something inaccurate or impossible? (62-66)

16. How does Aristotle argue that tragedy is superior to epic? (70-71)

Extra Discussion Questions 

17. Is Aristotle's conception of plot organic or mechanical? Explain. 

18. Aristotle's theory about drama has been called a "direct response to Plato's theory of imitation." How does Aristotle's conception of mimesis (imitation, representation) provide the possibility of replying to some of Socrates' objections as they are spelled out in The Republic? 

19. Aristotle clearly goes beyond simply refuting Plato -- he claims that drama, in particular, plays an important role in Greek life; it is not a corruptive influence. Would you offer something like that defense of art today concerning film, television, or other forms of entertainment? Why or why not?

20. Might Aristotle's notion of the emotional effects of tragedy be construed as a reply to a Platonic objection? Explain. 

21. What image of the poet is implied by much of the Poetics? How does this image contrast with the image of the poet to be found in Plato's Ion? Which image do you prefer? 

22. Aristotle observes (XXV, 5) that "not to know that a hind has no horns is a less serious matter than to paint it inartistically." What do you think Aristotle means? Do you agree? What might Socrates say? 

23. Does the movie Jaws arouse pity and fear in the manner described by Aristotle? Is Jaws therefore a tragedy in the full Aristotelian sense? 

24. What about movies like Silence of the Lambs or Natural Born Killers? (Or, for that matter, a revenge tragedy like Shakespeare's Titus Andronicus, recently made into an excellent film by director Julie Taymor.) People seem quite capable of viewing with pleasure psychopathic and violent behavior that would horrify them if it were done in earnest. Does this pleasure stem from a different source than the one Aristotle identifies? Is it a healthy kind of pleasure, or an unhealthy one? Explain.

25. Pick out those places in the Poetics where Aristotle compares poetry to painting. How does his use of this comparison differ from Plato's? Relate these differences to their different notions of mimesis or imitation. 
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