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From Republic

Plato (ca. 427-ca. 347 B.C.)

“It’s fairly clear,” I said, “that all these fine
tragedians trace their lineage back to Homer:
they’re Homer’s students and disciples,
ultimately. And this makes it difficult for me
to say what I have to say, because I've had a
kind of fascinated admiration for Homer ever
since I was young. Still, we should value truth
more than we value any person, so, as I say, I'd
better speak out.”

“Yes,” he said.

“And you’ll listen to what I have to say, or
rather respond to any questions I ask?”

“Yes. Go ahead and ask them.”

“Can you tell me what representation
basically is? You see, I don’t quite understand
its point myself.”

“And I suppose I do!” he said....

“...0ur usual position is, as you know, that
any given plurality of things which have a
single name constitutes a single specific type.
Is that clear to you?”’

“Yes.”

“So now let’s take any plurality you want.
Would it be all right with you if we said that
there were, for instance, lots of beds and
tables?”

“Of course.”

“But these items of furniture comprise

only two types—the type of bed and the type
of table.”

“Yes.”

“Now, we also invariably claim that
the manufacture of either of these items of
furniture involves the craftsman looking to
the type and then making the beds or tables
(or whatever) which we use. The point is that
the type itself is not manufactured by any
craftsman. How could it be?”

“It couldn’t.”

“There’s another kind of craftsman too. I
wonder what you think of him.”

“What kind?”

“He makes everything—all the items
which every single manufacturer makes.”

“He must be extraordinarily gifted.”

“Wait: you haven’t heard the half of it
yet. It’s not just a case of his being able to
manufacture all the artefacts there are: every
plant too, every creature (himself included),
the earth, the heavens, gods, and everything in
the heavens and in Hades under the earth—all
these are made and created by this one man!”

“He really must be extraordinarily clever,”
he said.

“Don’t you believe me?” I asked. “Tell
me, do you doubt that this kind of craftsman



could exist under any circumstances, or do
you admit the possibility that a person could—
in one sense, at least—create all these things?
I mean, don’t you realize that you yourself
could, under certain circumstances, create all
these things?”

“What circumstances?” he asked.

“I’m not talking about anything
complicated or rare,” I said. “It doesn’t take
long to create the circumstances. The quickest
method, I suppose, is to get hold of a mirror
and carry it around with you everywhere.
You’ll soon be creating everything I
mentioned a moment ago—the sun and the
heavenly bodies, the earth, yourself, and all
other creatures, plants, and so on.”

“Yes, but I’d be creating appearances, not
actual real things,” he said.

“That’s a good point,” I said. “You’ve
arrived just in time to save the argument. |
mean, that’s presumably the kind of craftsman
a painter is. Yes?”

“Of course.”

“His creations aren’t real, according to
you; but do you agree that all the same there’s
a sense in which even a painter creates a bed?”’

“Yes,” he said, “he’s another one who
creates an apparent bed.”

“What about a joiner who specializes in
making beds? Weren’t we saying a short while
ago that what he makes is a particular bed, not
the type, which is (on our view) the real bed?”

“Yes, we were.”

“So if there’s no reality to his creation,
then it isn’t real; it’s similar to something real,
but it isn’t actually real. It looks as though it’s
wrong to attribute full reality to a joiner’s or
any artisan’s product, doesn’t it?”

“Yes,” he said, “any serious student of this
kind of argument would agree with you.”

“It shouldn’t surprise us, then, if we find
that even these products are obscure when
compared with the truth.”

“No, it shouldn’t.”
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“Now, what about this representer we’re
trying to understand? Shall we see if these
examples help us?” I asked.

“That’s fine by me,” he said.

“Well, we’ve got these three beds. First,
there’s the real one, and we’d say, I imagine,
that it is the product of divine craftsmanship. |
mean who else could have made it?”

“No one, surely.”

“Then there’s the one the joiner makes.”

“Yes,” he said.

“And then there’s the one the painter
makes. Yes?”

“Yes, agreed.”

“These three, then—painter, joiner, God—
are responsible for three different kinds of
bed.”

“Yes, that’s right.”

“Now, God has produced only that one
real bed. The restriction to only one might
have been his own choice, or it might just be
impossible for him to make more than one.
But God never has, and never could, create
two or more such beds.”

“Why not?” he asked.

“Even if he were to make only two such
beds,” I said, “an extra one would emerge, and
both the other two would be of that one’s type.
It, and not the two beds, would be the real bed.”

“Right,” he said.

“God realized this, I’'m sure. He didn’t
want to be a kind of joiner, making a particular
bed: he wanted to be a genuine creator and
make a genuine bed. That’s why he created a
single real one.”

“I suppose that’s right.”

“Shall we call him its progenitor, then, or
something like that?”

“Yes, he deserves the name,” he said,
“since he’s the maker of this and every other
reality.”

“What about a joiner? Shall we call him a
manufacturer of beds?”

“Yes.”
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“And shall we also call a painter a
manufacturer and maker of beds and so on?”

“No, definitely not.”

“What do you think he does with beds,
then?”

“I think the most suitable thing to call
him would be a representer of the others’
creations,” he said.

“Well, in that case,” I said, “you’re using
the term ‘representer’ for someone who deals
with things which are, in fact, two generations
away from reality, aren’t you?”’

“Yes,” he said.

“The same goes for tragic playwrights,
then, since they’re representers: they’re two
generations away from the throne of truth, and
so are all other representers.”

“I suppose so0.”

“Well, in the context of what we’re now
saying about representation, I’ve got a further
question about painters. Is it, in any given
instance, the actual reality that they try to
represent, or is it the craftsmen’s products?”

“The craftsmen’s products,” he said.

“Here’s another distinction you’d better
make: do they try to represent them as they
are, or as they appear to be?”

“What do you mean?” he asked.

“I’ll tell you. Whether you look at a bed
from the side or straight on or whatever, it’s
still just as much a bed as it ever was, isn’t it?
I mean, it doesn’t actually alter it at all: it just
appears to be different, doesn’t it? And the
same goes for anything else you can mention.
Yes?”

“Yes,” he agreed. “It seems different, but
isn’t actually.”

“So I want you to consider carefully which
of these two alternatives painting is designed
for in any and every instance. Is it designed
to represent the facts of the real world or
appearances? Does it represent appearance or
truth?”

“Appearance,” he said.

“It follows that representation and truth are
a considerable distance apart, and a representer
is capable of making every product there is
only because his contact with things is slight
and is restricted to how they look. Consider
what a painter does, for instance: we’re saying
that he doesn’t have a clue about shoemaking
or joinery, but he’ll still paint pictures of
artisans working at these and all other areas of
expertise, and if he’s good at painting he might
paint a joiner, have people look at it from far
away, and deceive them—if they’re children
or stupid adults—by making it look as though
the joiner were real.”

“Naturally.”

“I think the important thing to bear in
mind about cases like this, Glaucon, is that
when people tell us they’ve met someone
who’s mastered every craft, and is the world’s
leading expert in absolutely every branch
of human knowledge, we should reply that
they’re being rather silly. They seem to have
met the kind of illusionist who’s expert
at representation and, thanks to their own
inability to evaluate knowledge, ignorance,
and representation, to have been so thoroughly
taken in as to believe in his omniscience.”

“You’re absolutely right,” he said.

“Now, we’d better investigate tragedy
next,” I said, “and its guru, Homer, because
one does come across the claim that there’s
no area of expertise, and nothing relevant to
human goodness and badness either—and
nothing to do with the gods even—that these
poets don’t understand. It is said that a good
poet must understand the issues he writes
about, if his writing is to be successful, and
that if he didn’t understand them, he wouldn’t
be able to write about them. So we’d better try
to decide between the alternatives. Either the
people who come across these representational
poets are being taken in and are failing to
appreciate, when they see their products, that
these products are two steps away from reality



and that it certainly doesn’t take knowledge
of the truth to create them (since what they’re
creating are appearances, not reality); or
this view is valid, and in fact good poets are
authorities on the subjects most people are
convinced they’re good at writing about.”

“Yes, this definitely needs looking into,”
he said.

“Well, do you think that anyone who
was capable of producing both originals and
images would devote his energy to making
images, and would make out that this is the
best thing he’s done with his life?”

“No, I don’t.”

“I’m sure that if he really knew about the
things he was copying in his representations,
he’d put far more effort into producing real
objects than he would into representations,
and would try to leave behind a lot of fine
products for people to remember him by, and
would dedicate himself to being the recipient
rather than the bestower of praise.”

“I agree,” he said. “He’d gain a lot more
prestige and do himself a great deal more
good.”

“Well, let’s concentrate our interrogation
of Homer (or any other poet you like) on a
single area. Let’s not ask him whether he can
tell us of any patients cured by any poet in
ancient or modern times, as Asclepius cured
his patients, or of any students any of them left
to continue his work, as Asclepius left his sons.
And even these questions grant the possibility
that a poet might have had some medical
knowledge, instead of merely representing
medical terminology. No, let’s not bother to
ask him about any other areas of expertise
either. But we do have a right to ask Homer
about the most important and glorious areas
he undertakes to expound—warfare, tactics,
politics, and human education. Let’s ask him,
politely, ‘Homer, maybe you aren’t two steps
away from knowing the truth about goodness;
maybe you aren’t involved in the manufacture
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of images (which is what we called
representation). Perhaps you’re actually only
one step away, and you do have the ability to
recognize which practices—in their private or
their public lives—improve people and which
ones impair them. But in that case, just as
Sparta has its Lycurgus and communities of
all different sizes have their various reformers,
please tell us which community has you to
thank for improvements to its government.
Which community attributes the benefits of its
good legal code to you? Italy and Sicily name
Charondas in this respect, we Athenians name
Solon. Which country names you?’ Will he
have any reply to make?”

“I don’t think so,” said Glaucon. “Even
the Homeridae themselves don’t make that
claim.”

“Well, does history record that there was
any war fought in Homer’s time whose success
depended on his leadership or advice?”

“No.”

“Well then, are a lot of ingenious
inventions attributed to him, as they are to
Thales of Miletus and Anacharsis of Scythia?
I mean the kinds of inventions which have
practical applications in the arts and crafts
and elsewhere. He is, after all, supposed to be
good at creating things.”

“No, there’s not the slightest hint of that
sort of thing.”

“All right, so there’s no evidence of his
having been a public benefactor, but what
about in private? Is there any evidence that,
during his lifetime, he was a mentor to
people, and that they used to value him for
his teaching and then handed down to their
successors a particular Homeric way of life?
This is what happened to Pythagoras: he
wasn’t only held in extremely high regard
for his teaching during his lifetime, but his
successors even now call their way of life
Pythagorean and somehow seem to stand out
from all other people.”
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“No, there’s no hint of that sort of thing
either,” he said. “I mean, Homer’s associate
Creophylus’ cultural attainments would turn
out to be even more derisory than his name
suggests they are, Socrates, if the stories about
Homer are true. You see, Creophylus is said to
have more or less disregarded Homer during
his lifetime.”

“Yes, that is what we’re told,” I agreed.
“But, Glaucon, if Homer really had been an
educational expert whose products were better
people—which is to say, if he had knowledge
in this sphere and his abilities were not limited
to representation—don’t you think he’d have
been surrounded by hordes of associates,
who would have admired him and valued his
company highly?...”

“I don’t think anyone could disagree with
you, Socrates,” he said.

“So shall we classify all poets, from
Homer onward, as representers of images
of goodness (and of everything else which
occurs in their poetry), and claim that they
don’t have any contact with the truth? The

facts are as we said a short while ago: a
painter creates an illusory shoemaker, when
not only does he not understand anything
about shoemaking, but his audience doesn’t
either. They just base their conclusions on the
colors and shapes they can see.”

“Yes.”

“And I should think we’ll say that the same
goes for a poet as well: he uses words and
phrases to block in some of the colors of each
area of expertise, although all he understands
is how to represent things in a way which
makes other superficial people, who base their
conclusions on the words they can hear, think
that he’s written a really good poem about
shoemaking or military command or whatever
else it is that he’s set to meter, rhythm, and
music. It only takes these features to cast this
powerful a spell: that’s what they’re for. But
when the poets’ work is stripped of its musical
hues and expressed in plain words, I think
you’ve seen what kind of impression it gives,
so you know what I’'m talking about.”

“I do,” he said.
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From Poetics

Aristotle (384-322 B.C.)

Among plots, some are simple and some
are complex; for the actions, of which plots
are representations, are evidently of these
kinds. By “simple,” I mean an action which
is, as we have defined it, continuous in its
course and single, where the transformation
comes about without reversal or recognition.
By “complex,” I mean an action as a result of
which the transformation is accompanied by a
recognition, a reversal or both. These should
arise from the actual structure of the plot, so
it happens that they arise either by necessity
or by probability as a result of the preceding
events. It makes a great difference whether
these [events] happen because of those or
[only] after those.

A reversal is a change of the actions to
their opposite, as we said, and that, as we are
arguing, in accordance with probability or
necessity. E.g. in the Oedipus, the man who
comes to bring delight to Oedipus, and to rid
him of his terror about his mother, does the
opposite by revealing who Oedipus is; and in
the Lynceus, Lynceus is being led to his death,
and Danaus follows to kill him, but it comes
about as a result of the preceding actions that
Danaus is killed and Lynceus is rescued.

A recognition, as the word itself indicates,
is a change from ignorance to knowledge,
and so to either friendship or enmity, among
people defined in relation to good fortune or
misfortune. A recognition is finest when it
happens at the same time as a reversal, as does
the one in the Oedipus. There are indeed other
[kinds of] recognition. For it can happen in the
manner stated regarding inanimate objects and
random events; and one can recognize whether
someone has done something or not done it.
But the sort that most belongs to the plot, i.e.
most belongs to the action, is that which we

have mentioned: for such a recognition and
reversal will contain pity or terror (tragedy is
considered to be a representation of actions of
this sort), and in addition misfortune and good
fortune will come about in the case of such
events.

Since recognition is a recognition of
people, some recognitions are by one person
only of the other, when the identity of one of
them is clear; but sometimes there must be a
recognition of both persons. E.g. Iphigeneia
is recognized by Orestes as a result of her
sending the letter, but it requires another
recognition for him [to be recognized]
by Iphigeneia. These, then, reversal and
recognition, are two parts of plot. A third is
suffering. Of these, we have discussed reversal
and recognition. Suffering is a destructive or
painful action, e.g. deaths in full view, agonies,
woundings etc....

After what we have just been saying,
we must perhaps discuss next what [poets]
should aim at and what they should beware
of in constructing plots, i.e. how tragedy will
achieve its function. Since the construction
of the finest tragedy should be not simple but
complex, and moreover it should represent
terrifying and pitiable events (for this is
particular to representation of this sort), first,
clearly, it should not show (1) decent men
undergoing a change from good fortune to
misfortune; for this is neither terrifying nor
pitiable, but shocking. Nor [should it show]
(2) wicked men [passing] from misfortune to
good fortune. This is most untragic of all, as it
has nothing of what it should; for it is neither
morally satisfying nor pitiable nor terrifying.
Nor, again, [should it show] (3) a thoroughly
villainous person falling from good fortune
into misfortune: such a structure can contain
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moral satisfaction, but not pity or terror, for
the former is [felt] for a person undeserving of
his misfortune, and the latter for a person like
[ourselves]. Consequently the outcome will be
neither pitiable nor terrifying.

There remains, then, the person
intermediate between these. Such a person
is one who neither is superior [to us] in
virtue and justice, nor undergoes a change to
misfortune because of vice and wickedness,
but because of some error, and who is one
of those people with a great reputation and
a good fortune, e.g. Oedipus, Thyestes and
distinguished men from similar families.
Necessarily, then, a plot that is fine is single
rather than (as some say) double, and involves
a change not from misfortune to good
fortune, but conversely, from good fortune
to misfortune, not because of wickedness but
because of a great error by a person like the
one mentioned, or by a better person rather
than a worse one.

An indication [that this is so] is what is
coming about. At first the poets recounted
stories at random, but now the finest tragedies
are constructed around a few households, e.g.
about Alcmeon, Oedipus, Orestes, Meleager,
Thyestes, Telephus and the others, who happen
to have had dreadful things done to them, or to
have done them. So the tragedy which is finest
according to the [principles of the] art results
from this structure....

The second[-best] structure is that which
some say is first, the [tragedy] which has a
double structure like the Odyssey, and which
ends in opposite ways for the better and
worse [persons]. This [structure] would seem
to be first because of the weakness of the
audiences; the poets follow the spectators,
composing to suit their wishes. But this is
not the pleasure [that comes] from tragedy,
but is more particular to comedy. There the
bitterest enemies in the story, e.g. Orestes and
Aegisthus, exit as friends at the conclusion,
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and nobody kills anyone else.

That which is terrifying and pitiable can
arise from spectacle, but it can also arise from
the structure of the incidents itself; this is
superior and belongs to a better poet. For the
plot should be constructed in such a way that,
even without seeing it, someone who hears
about the incidents will shudder and feel pity
at the outcome, as someone may feel upon
hearing the plot of the Oedipus. To produce
this by means of spectacle is less artful and
requires lavish production. Those [poets]
who use spectacle to produce what is only
monstrous and not terrifying have nothing in
common with tragedy. For we should not seek
every [kind of] pleasure from tragedy, but
[only] the sort which is particular to it. Since
the poet should use representation to produce
the pleasure [arising] from pity and terror,
it is obvious that this must be put into the
incidents.

Let us consider, then, what sorts of
occurrence arouse dread or compassion
in us. These sorts of action against each
another necessarily take place between
friends, enemies or people who are neither.
If it is one enemy [who does the action] to
another, there is nothing pitiable, whether
he does it or is [only] about to do it, except
in the suffering itself. Nor [is it pitiable] if
the people are neither [friends nor enemies].
But when suffering happens within friendly
relationships, e.g. brother against brother,
son against father, mother against son or son
against mother, when someone kills someone
else, is about to, or does something else of
the same sort—these are what must he sought
after.

[The poet] cannot undo the traditional
stories, I mean e.g. that Clytemnestra is killed
by Orestes or Eriphyle by Alcmeon; but he
should invent for himself, i.e. use the inherited
[stories], well. Let me explain more clearly
what I mean by “well.”



The action may arise (1) in the way the
old [poets] made people act knowingly, i.e.
in full knowledge, just as Euripides too made
Medea Kkill her children. Or (2) they may be
going to act, in full knowledge, but not do
it. Or (3) they may act, but do the dreadful
deed in ignorance, and then recognize the
friendly relationship later, as Sophocles’
Oedipus [does]. This is outside the drama; but
[they may do the deed] in the tragedy itself,
as Astydamas’ Alemeon or Telegonus in the
Wounded Odysseus [do]. Again, fourth beside
these [ways] is (4) to be about to do something
deadly in ignorance [of one’s relationship], but
to recognize it before doing so. Beside these
there is no other way; for the act is necessarily
either done or not done, and those who act
either have knowledge or do not.

Among these [ways], (1) to be about to act
in full knowledge, but not do, it is the worst.
For this is shocking and also not tragic, as
there is no suffering. For this reason nobody
composes in this way, except rarely, e.g.
Haemon against Creon in the Antigone. (2) To
act is second[-worst]. (3) To act in ignorance,
but recognize [the relationship] afterward, is
better. This has nothing shocking in it, and the
recognition is astonishing. (4) The last [way]
is the best. I mean e.g. the Cresphontes, where
Merope is about to kill her son, but does not
kill him and recognizes him; the Iphigeneia,
where [it is the same for] the sister and her
brother; and the Helle, where the son is about
to hand over his mother but recognizes her.
This is why, as we said a while ago, tragedies
are not about many families. [The poets]
sought to produce this sort [of effect] in their
plots, and discovered how to not by art but
by chance; so they are obliged to concern
themselves with those households in which
such sufferings have happened.

As for the structure of the incidents, and
what sort of plots there should be, let this
suffice.

W HAEY R

Regarding characters, there are four things
at which [the poet] should aim.

(1) First and foremost, the characters
should be good. [The tragedy] will have
character if, as we said, the speech or the
action makes obvious a decision of whatever
sort; it will have a good character, if it makes
obvious a good decision. [Good character] can
exist in every class [of person]; for a woman
can be good, and a slave can, although the
first of these [classes] may be inferior and the
second wholly worthless.

(2) Second, [they should be] appropriate.
It is possible to be manly in character, but it is
not appropriate for a woman to be so manly or
clever.

(3) Third, [the character should be life-]
like. This is different from making the character
good and appropriate in the way already
stated.

(4) Fourth, [the character should be]
consistent. If the model for the representation
is somebody inconsistent, and such a character
is intended, even so it should be consistently
inconsistent....

In the characters too, exactly as in the
structure of the incidents, [the poet] ought
always to seek what is either necessary or
probable, so that it is either necessary or
probable that a person of such-and-such a
sort say or do things of the same sort, and it is
either necessary or probable that this [incident]
happen after that one.

It is obvious that the solutions of plots
too should come about as a result of the plot
itself, and not from a contrivance, as in the
Medea and in the passage about sailing home
in the /liad. A contrivance must be used for
matters outside the drama—either previous
events which are beyond human knowledge,
or later ones that need to be foretold or
announced. For we grant that the gods can
see everything. There should be nothing
improbable in the incidents; otherwise, it
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should be outside the tragedy, e.g. that in
Sophocles’ Oedipus.

Since tragedy is a representation of
people who are better than we are, [the poet]
should emulate the good portrait-painters.
In rendering people’s particular shape, while
making them [life-]like, they paint them as
finer [than they are]. So too the poet, as he
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represents people who are angry, lazy, or have
other such traits, should make them such in
their characters, [but] decent [too]. E.g. Homer
[made] Achilles good as well as an example of
stubbornness. [The poet] should guard against
these things, as well as against [causing]
reactions contrary to those that necessarily
follow from the art of poetry.
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From The Art of Poetry

Horace (65-8 B.C.)

Unity and Consistency

Imagine a painter who wanted to combine
a horse’s neck with a human head, and then
clothe a miscellaneous collection of limbs with
various kinds of feathers, so that what started
out at the top as a beautiful woman ended in
a hideously ugly fish. If you were invited, as
friends, to the private view, could you help
laughing? Let me tell you, my Piso friends,
a book whose different features are made up
at random like a sick man’s dreams, with no
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unified form to have a head or a tail, is exactly
like that picture.

“Painters and poets have always enjoyed
recognized rights to venture on what they
will.” Yes, we know; indeed, we ask and grant
this permission turn and turn about. But it
doesn’t mean that fierce and gentle can be
united, snakes paired with birds or lambs with
tigers.

Serious and ambitious designs often have
a purple patch or two sewn on to them just to



make a good show at a distance—a description
of a grove and altar of Diana, the meanderings
of a stream running through pleasant meads,
the River Rhine, the rainbow: but the trouble
is, it’s not the place for them.

Maybe you know how to do a picture
of a cypress tree? What’s the good of that,
if the man who is paying for the picture is a
desperate ship-wrecked mariner swimming to
safety? The job began as a wine-jar: the wheel
runs around—why is that a tub that’s coming
out? In short, let it be what you will, but let it
be simple and unified.

Skill Needed to Avoid Faults

Most of us poets—father and worthy
sons—are deceived by appearances of
correctness. I try to be concise, but I become
obscure; my aim is smoothness, but sinews
and spirit fail; professions of grandeur end
in bombast; the overcautious who fear the
storm creep along the ground. Similarly, the
writer who wants to give fantastic variety to
his single theme paints a dolphin in his woods
and a wild boar in his sea. If art is wanting,
the flight from blame leads to faults. The
poorest smith near the School of Aemilius will
reproduce nails and mimic soft hair in bronze,
though he has no luck with the over-all effect
of his work, because he won’t know how to
organize the whole. If I were anxious to put
anything together, I would as soon be that man
as [ would live with a mis-shapen nose when
my black eyes and black hair had made me a
beauty.

You writers must choose material equal
to your powers. Consider long what your
shoulders will bear and what they will refuse.
The man who chooses his subject with full
control will not be abandoned by eloquence or
lucidity of arrangement.

As to arrangement: its excellence and
charm, unless I’m very wrong, consist in
saying at this moment what needs to be said at
this moment, and postponing and temporarily
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omitting a great many things. An author who
has undertaken a poem must be choosy—cling
to one point and spurn another.

As to words: if you’re delicate and
cautious in arranging them, you will give
distinction to your style if an ingenious
combination makes a familiar word new. If
it happens to be necessary to denote hidden
mysteries by novel symbols, it will fall to
you to invent terms the Cethegi in their
loincloths never heard—and the permission
will be granted if you accept it modestly—
and, moreover, your new and freshly invented
words will receive credit, if sparingly derived
from the Greek springs. Is the Roman to give
Caecilius and Plautus privileges denied to
Virgil and Varius? Why am I unpopular if |
can make a few acquisitions, when the tongue
of Cato and Ennius so enriched their native
language and produced such a crop of new
names for things?

Fashions in Words

It always has been, and always will be,
lawful to produce a word stamped with the
current mark. As woods change in leaf as the
seasons slide on, and the first leaves fall, so
the old generation of words dies out, and the
newly born bloom and are strong like young
men. We and our works are a debt owed to
death. Here a land-locked sea protects fleets
from the North wind—a royal achievement;
here an old barren marsh where oars were
piled feeds neighboring cities and feels the
weight of the plough; here again a river gives
up a course that damaged the crops and learns
a better way. But whatever they are, all mortal
works will die; and still less can the glory and
charm of words endure for a long life. Many
words which have fallen will be born again,
many now in repute will fall if usage decrees:
for in her hand is the power and the law and
the canon of speech.

Meter and Subject
Histories of kings and generals, dreadful
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wars: it was Homer who showed in what
meter these could be narrated. Lines unequally
yoked in pairs formed the setting first for
lamentations, then for the expression of a
vow fulfilled though who first sent these tiny
“elegies” into the world is a grammarians’
quarrel and still sub judice. Madness armed
Archilochus with its own iambus; that too was
the foot that the comic sock and tragic buskin
held, because it was suitable for dialogue, able
to subdue the shouts of the mob, and intended
by nature for a life of action. To the lyre, the
Muse granted the celebration of gods and the
children of gods, victorious boxers, winning
race-horses, young men’s love, and generous
wine. If I have neither the ability nor the
knowledge to keep the duly assigned functions
and tones of literature, why am I hailed as
a poet? Why do I prefer to be ignorant than
learn, out of sheer false shame? A comic
subject will not be set out in tragic verse;
likewise, the Banquet of Thyestes disdains
being told in poetry of the private kind, that
borders on the comic stage. Everything must
keep the appropriate place to which it was
allotted.

Nevertheless, comedy does sometimes
raise her voice, and angry Chremes perorates
with swelling eloquence. Often too Telephus
and Peleus in tragedy lament in prosaic
language, when they are both poor exiles and
throw away their bombast and words half a
yard long, if they are anxious to touch the
spectator’s heart with their complaint.

Emotion and Character

It is not enough for poetry to be beautiful;
it must also be pleasing and lead the hearer’s
mind wherever it will. The human face
smiles in sympathy with smilers and comes
to the help of those that weep. If you want
me to cry, mourn first yourself; then your
misfortunes will hurt me, Telephus and
Peleus. If your words are given you ineptly,
I shall fall asleep or laugh. Sad words suit a
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mournful countenance, threatening words an
angry one; sportive words are for the playful,
serious for the grave. For nature first shapes
us within for any state of fortune—gives
us pleasure or drives us to anger or casts us
down to the ground with grievous sorrow and
pains us—and then expresses the emotions
through the medium of the tongue. If the
words are out of tune with the speaker’s
fortunes, the knights and infantry of Rome
will raise a cackle. It will make a lot of
difference whether the speaker is a god or a
hero, an old man of ripe years or a hot youth,
an influential matron or a hard-working
nurse, a traveling merchant or the tiller of a
green farm, a Colchian or an Assyrian, one
nurtured at Thebes or at Argos.
Choice and Handling of Myth

Either follow tradition or invent a
consistent story. If as a writer you are
representing Achilles with all his honors,
let him be active, irascible, implacable, and
fierce; let him say “the laws are not for me”
and set no limit to the claims that arms can
make. Let Medea be proud and indomitable,
Ino full of tears, Ixion treacherous, Io never at
rest, Orestes full of gloom. On the other hand,
if you are putting something untried on the
stage and venturing to shape a new character,
let it be maintained to the end as it began and
be true to itself....

Let me tell you what I and the public
both want, if you’re hoping for an applauding
audience that will wait for the curtain and keep
its seat until the epilogue-speaker says “Pray
clap your hands.” You must mark the manners
of each time of life, and assign the appropriate
part to changing natures and ages. The child,
just able to repeat words and planting his
steps on the ground with confidence, is eager
to play with his contemporaries, gets in and
out of a temper without much cause, and
changes hour by hour. The beardless youth,
his tutor at last out of the way, enjoys his



horses and dogs and the grass of the sunny
Park. Moulded like wax into vice, he is surly
to would-be advisers, slow to provide for
necessities, prodigal of money, up in the air,
eager, and quick to abandon the objects of his
sudden love. Soon interests change: the grown
man’s mind pursues wealth and influential
connections, is enslaved to honor, and avoids
doing anything he may soon be trying to
change. Many distresses surround the old man.
He is acquisitive, and, poor man, daren’t put
his hand on what he has laid up; he is afraid
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to use it. He goes about his business timidly
and coldly, procrastinating, letting things drag
on in hope, lazy yet greedy of his future; he is
awkward and grumbling, given to praising the
days when he was a boy and to criticizing and
finding fault with his juniors. Years as they
come bring many blessings with them, and
as they go take many away. To save yourself
giving a young man an old man’s role or a boy
a grown man’s, remember that your character
should always remain faithful to what is
associated with his age and suits it.
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From On Sublimity

Longinus (first century A.D.)

Preface
My dear Postumius Terentianus,

You will recall that when we were
reading together Caecilius’ monograph On
Sublimity, we felt that it was inadequate to its
high subject, and failed to touch the essential
points. Nor indeed did it appear to offer the
reader much practical help, though this ought
to be a writer’s principal object. Two things

are required of any textbook: first, that it
should explain what its subject is; second, and
more important, that it should explain how and
by what methods we can achieve it....

You have urged me to set down a few
notes on sublimity for your own use. Let us
then consider whether there is anything in my
observations which may be thought useful to
public men. You must help me, my friend, by
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giving your honest opinion in detail, as both
your natural candor and your friendship with
me require. It was well said that what man has
in common with the gods is “doing good and
telling the truth.”

Your education dispenses me from any
long preliminary definition. Sublimity is a
kind of eminence or excellence of discourse.
It is the source of the distinction of the very
greatest poets and prose writers and the means
by which they have given eternal life to their
own fame. For grandeur produces ecstasy
rather than persuasion in the hearer; and the
combination of wonder and astonishment
always proves superior to the merely
persuasive and pleasant. This is because
persuasion is on the whole something we can
control, whereas amazement and wonder exert
invincible power and force and get the better
of every hearer. Experience in invention and
ability to order and arrange material cannot
be detected in single passages; we begin
to appreciate them only when we see the
whole context. Sublimity, on the other hand,
produced at the right moment, tears everything
up like a whirlwind, and exhibits the orator’s
whole power at a single blow.

Your own experience will lead you to
these and similar considerations. The question
from which I must begin is whether there is
in fact an art of sublimity or profundity. Some
people think it is a complete mistake to reduce
things like this to technical rules. Greatness,
the argument runs, is a natural product, and
does not come by teaching. The only art is to
be born like that. They believe moreover that
natural products are very much weakened by
being reduced to the bare bones of a textbook.

In my view, these arguments can be
refuted by considering three points:

(1) Though nature is on the whole a
law unto herself in matters of emotion and
elevation, she is not a random force and does
not work altogether without method.
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(2) She is herself in every instance a
first and primary element of creation, but it
is method that is competent to provide and
contribute quantities and appropriate occasions
for everything, as well as perfect correctness
in training and application.

(3) Grandeur is particularly dangerous
when left on its own, unaccompanied
by knowledge, unsteadied, unballasted,
abandoned to mere impulse and ignorant
temerity. It often needs the curb as well as the
spur.

What Demosthenes said of life in general
is true also of literature: good fortune is the
greatest of blessings, but good counsel comes
next, and the lack of it destroys the other also.
In literature, nature occupies the place of good
fortune, and art that of good counsel. Most
important of all, the very fact that some things
in literature depend on nature alone can itself
be learned only from art....

The Five Sources of Sublimity;
The Plan of the Book

There are, one may say, five most
productive sources of sublimity. (Competence
in speaking is assumed as a common
foundation for all five; nothing is possible
without it.)

(1) The first and most important is the
power to conceive great thoughts; I defined
this in my work on Xenophon.

(2) The second is strong and inspired
emotion. (These two sources are for the most
part natural; the remaining three involve art.)

(3) Certain kinds of figures. (These may
be divided into figures of thought and figures
of speech.)

(4) Noble diction. This has as subdivisions
choice of words and the use of metaphorical
and artificial language.

(5) Finally, to round off the whole list,
dignified and elevated word-arrangement.

Let us now examine the points which
come under each of these heads.



I must first observe, however, that
Caecilius has omitted some of the five—
emotion, for example. Now if he thought
that sublimity and emotion were one and the
same thing and always existed and developed
together, he was wrong. Some emotions, such
as pity, grief, and fear, are found divorced
from sublimity and with a low effect.
Conversely, sublimity often occurs apart
from emotion. Of the innumerable examples
of this I select Homer’s bold account of the
Aloadae:

Ossa upon Olympus they sought to
heap; and on Ossa

Pelion with its shaking forest, to make
a path to heaven—

and the even more impressive sequel—
and they would have finished their
work...

In orators, encomia and ceremonial or
exhibition pieces always involve grandeur
and sublimity, though they are generally
devoid of emotion. Hence those orators who
are best at conveying emotion are least good
at encomia, and conversely the experts at
encomia are not conveyers of emotion. On the
other hand, if Caecilius thought that emotion
had no contribution to make to sublimity and
therefore thought it not worth mentioning,
he was again completely wrong. I should
myself have no hesitation in saying that there
is nothing so productive of grandeur as noble
emotion in the right place. It inspires and
possesses our words with a kind of madness
and divine spirit.

(1) Greatness of Thought

The first source, natural greatness, is
the most important. Even if it is a matter of
endowment rather than acquisition, we must,
so far as is possible, develop our minds in the
direction of greatness and make them always
pregnant with noble thoughts. You ask how
this can be done. I wrote elsewhere something
like this: “Sublimity is the echo of a noble
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mind.” This is why a mere idea, without verbal
expression, is sometimes admired for its
nobility—just as Ajax’s silence in the Vision
of the Dead is grand and indeed more sublime
than any words could have been. First then we
must state where sublimity comes from: the
orator must not have low or ignoble thoughts.
Those whose thoughts and habits are trivial
and servile all their lives cannot possibly
produce anything admirable or worthy of
eternity. Words will be great if thoughts are
weighty....
Digression: Genius versus Mediocrity

What then was the vision which inspired
those divine writers who disdained exactness
of detail and aimed at the greatest prizes
in literature? Above all else, it was the
understanding that nature made man to be
no humble or lowly creature, but brought
him into life and into the universe as into a
great festival, to be both a spectator and an
enthusiastic contestant in its competitions.
She implanted in our minds from the start an
irresistible desire for anything which is great
and, in relation to ourselves, supernatural.

The universe therefore is not wide enough
for the range of human speculation and
intellect. Our thoughts often travel beyond
the boundaries of our surroundings. If anyone
wants to know what we were born for, let
him look around at life and contemplate the
splendor, grandeur, and beauty in which it
everywhere abounds. It is a natural inclination
that leads us to admire not the little streams,
however pellucid and however useful, but the
Nile, the Danube, the Rhine, and above all the
Ocean. Nor do we feel so much awe before
the little flame we kindle, because it keeps
its light clear and pure, as before the fires of
heaven, though they are often obscured. We do
not think our flame more worthy of admiration
than the craters of Etna, whose eruptions bring
up rocks and whole hills out of the depths, and
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sometimes pour forth rivers of the earth-born,
spontaneous fire. A single comment fits all
these examples: the useful and necessary are
readily available to man, it is the unusual that
always excites our wonder.

So when we come to great geniuses in
literature—where, by contrast, grandeur
is not divorced from service and utility—
we have to conclude that such men, for all
their faults, tower far above mortal stature.
Other literary qualities prove their users to
be human; sublimity raises us toward the
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spiritual greatness of god. Freedom from
error does indeed save us from blame, but
it is only greatness that wins admiration.
Need I add that every one of those great men
redeems all his mistakes many times over
by a single sublime stroke? Finally, if you
picked out and put together all the mistakes
in Homer, Demosthenes, Plato, and all the
other really great men, the total would be
found to be a minute fraction of the successes
which those heroic figures have to their
credit.
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From “Encomium of Helen”

Gorgias (ca. 483-376 B.C.)

If speech (logos) persuaded and deluded
her mind, even against this it is not hard
to defend her or free her from blame, as
follows: speech is a powerful master and
achieves the most divine feats with the
smallest and least evident body. It can stop
fear, relieve pain, create joy, and increase
pity. How this is so, I shall show; and I must
demonstrate this to my audience to change
their opinion.

Poetry (poiésis) as a whole I deem and
name “speech (logos) with meter.” To its
listeners poetry brings a fearful shuddering,
a tearful pity, and a grieving desire, while
through its words the soul feels its own
feelings for good and bad fortune in the affairs
and lives of others. Now, let me move from
one argument to another. Sacred incantations
with words inject pleasure and reject pain,
for in associating with the opinion of the
mind, the power of an incantation enchants,
persuades, and alters it through bewitchment.
The twin arts of witchcraft and magic have
been discovered, and these are illusions of

mind and delusions of judgment....What
reason is there, then, why Helen did not go
just as unwillingly under the influence of
speech as if she were seized by the violence
of violators? For persuasion expelled her
thought—persuasion, which has the same
power, but not the same form as compulsion
(ananke). A speech persuaded a soul that was
persuaded, and forced it to be persuaded by
what was said and to consent to what was
done. The persuader, then, is the wrongdoer,
because he compelled her, while she who
was persuaded is wrongly blamed, because
she was compelled by the speech. To see that
persuasion, when added to speech, indeed
molds the mind as it wishes, one must first
study the arguments of astronomers, who
replace opinion with opinion: displacing one
but implanting another, they make incredible,
invisible matters apparent to the eyes of
opinion. Second, compulsory debates with
words, where a single speech to a large crowd
pleases and persuades because written with
skill (techné), not spoken with truth.

BAER: (EHARREEL)

From Institutio Oratoria

Quintilian (ca. 30/35-ca. 100)

Since then the orator is a good man,
and such goodness cannot be conceived as

existing apart from virtue, virtue, despite
the fact that it is in part derived from certain
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natural impulses, will require to be perfected
by instruction. The orator must above all
things devote his attention to the formation of
moral character and must acquire a complete
knowledge of all that is just and honorable.
For without this knowledge no one can be
either a good man or skilled in speaking,
unless indeed we agree with those who regard
morality as intuitive and as owing nothing
to instruction: indeed they go so far as to
acknowledge that handicrafts, not excluding
even those which are most despised among
them, can only be acquired by the result of
teaching, whereas virtue, which of all gifts to
man is that which makes him most near akin
to the immortal gods, comes to him without
search or effort, as a natural concomitant of
birth. But can the man who does not know
what abstinence is, claim to be truly abstinent?
or brave, if he has never purged his soul of the
fears of pain, death and superstition? or just,
if he has never, in language approaching that
of philosophy, discussed the nature of virtue
and justice, or of the laws that have been
given to mankind by nature or established
among individual peoples and nations? What
a contempt it argues for such themes to regard
them as being so easy of comprehension!

However, I pass this by; for I am sure that no
one with the least smattering of literary culture
will have the slightest hesitation in agreeing
with me....

...0On the other hand, there is no need for an
orator to swear allegiance to any one philosophic
code. For he has a greater and nobler aim, to
which he directs all his efforts with as much
zeal as if he were a candidate for office, since
he is to be made perfect not only in the glory of
a virtuous life, but in that of eloquence as well.
He will consequently select as his models of
eloquence all the greatest masters of oratory,
and will choose the noblest precepts and the
most direct road to virtue as the means for
the formation of an upright character. He will
neglect no form of exercise, but will devote
special attention to those which are of the
highest and fairest nature. For what subject
can be found more fully adapted to a rich and
weighty eloquence than the topics of virtue,
politics, providence, the origin of the soul and
friendship? The themes which tend to elevate
mind and language alike are questions such as
what things are truly good, what means there are
of assuaging fear, restraining the passions and
lifting us and the soul that came from heaven
clear of the delusions of the common herd.

TR

(hFss)

From The Enneads

Plotinus (ca. 204/205-270)

On the Intellectual Beauty

It is a principle with us that one who
has attained to the vision of the Intellectual
Beauty and grasped the beauty of the
Authentic Intellect will be able also to come
to understand the Father and Transcendent of
that Divine Being. It concerns us, then, to try
to see and say, for ourselves and as far as such

22

matters may be told, how the Beauty of the
divine Intellect and of the Intellectual Cosmos
may be revealed to contemplation.

Let us go to the realm of magnitudes:—
suppose two blocks of stone lying side by
side: one is unpatterned, quite untouched by
art; the other has been minutely wrought by
the craftsman’s hands into some statue of god



or man, a Grace or a Muse, or if a human
being, not a portrait but a creation in which the
sculptor’s art has concentrated all loveliness.
Now it must be seen that the stone thus
brought under the artist’s hand to the beauty
of form is beautiful not as stone—for so the
crude block would be as pleasant—but in
virtue of the Form or Idea introduced by the
art. This form is not in the material; it is in
the designer before ever it enters the stone;
and the artificer holds it not by his equipment
of eyes and hands but by his participation in
his art. The beauty, therefore, exists in a far
higher state in the art; for it does not come
over integrally into the work; that original
beauty is not transferred; what comes over is
a derivative and a minor: and even that shows
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itself upon the statue not integrally and with
entire realization of intention but only in so far
as it has subdued the resistance of the material.

Art, then, creating in the image of its own
nature and content, and working by the Idea
or Reason-Principle of the beautiful object it
is to produce, must itself be beautiful in a far
higher and purer degree since it is the seat and
source of that beauty, indwelling in the art,
which must naturally be more complete than
any comeliness of the external. In the degree
in which the beauty is diffused by entering
into matter, it is so much the weaker than that
concentrated in unity; everything that reaches
outward is the less for it, strength less strong,
heat less hot, every power less potent, and so
beauty less beautiful.
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