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For at this moment I am sensible that
[...] like the vulgar, I am only a partisan.
Now the partisan, when he is engaged in
a dispute, cares nothing about the rights
of the questions, but is anxious only to
convince his hearers of his own
assertions. And the difference between
him and me at the present moment is
merely this — that whereas he seeks to
convince his hearers that what he says is
true, I am rather seeking to convince
myself.

(Plato: Phaedo)'

Introduction

A book like this one — an introduction or a survey — is supposed to start with the
definition of the central topic, which is, this time, drama. This requirement follows a specific
and wide-spread ““scientific” practice, according to which one may not go into the particulars
of anything unless one has accurately and comprehensively circumscribed it, i.e., before one
may claim to be able to tell what one is really talking about. This approach might be called the
“Socratic-Fallacy” since — at least in the interpretation of Plato (427-347 BC), — Socrates, his
teacher, kept insisting that one should not start the serious discussion of especially such
weighty topics as truth, or “the good”, or friendship before making it absolutely clear where
and how these notions differed from other ones. The dialogue called Lysis, for example, ends
with the implication that since nobody, including Socrates himself, could provide a
satisfactory definition of friendship, the participants of the dialogue might not be friends at
all:

Then what is to be done? Or rather is there anything to be done? I can only, like the wise
men who argue in courts, sum up the arguments: If neither the beloved, not the lover, nor
the like, nor the unlike, nor the good, nor the congenial, nor any other of whom we spoke
[...] are friends, I know not what remains to be said. [...] O Menexenus and Lysis, how
ridiculous that you two boys, and I, an old boy, who would fain be one of you, should
imaging: ourselves to be friends [...] and as yet we have not been able to discover what is a
friend!

The Socratic claim that one cannot use a term before one is able to give its proper
definition may be called a “fallacy” — or even a “trap” — because we of course use a good
many terms correctly and with ease — at least under ordinary, everyday circumstances —
without being able to give their exact specification. In order to ask, for instance, “What time is
it?”, one does not need the exact definition of time. We may even recall, as a certain “retort”
to Plato, Saint Augustine’s famous meditation on the notion of zime in Book 11, Chapter 14 of
the Confessions:

What, then, is time? If no one asks me, I know; if I want to explain it to someone who does
ask me, I do not know. Yet I state confidently that I know this: if nothing were passing
away, there would be no past time, and if nothing were coming, there would be no future
time, and if nothing existed, there would be no present time. How, then, can these two

' The Dialogues of Plato. Translated by Benjamin Jowett. Chicago, London, Toronto: William Benton, 1952, p.
238
% ibid, p. 25



kinds of time, the past and the future, be, when the past no longer is and the future as yet
does not be?’

Plato’s dialogues, so often featuring the Socratic insistence on definitions, might of
course also be read as the parodies of the Socratic-Fallacy itself: since most of our terms — and
precisely the ones we are most concerned with — resist an all-embracing or overarching
definition, we could hardly make a step any further if the first criterion of doing so were an
accurate description and delineation that would satisfy everyone. A few passages from
Philosophical Investigations (first published in 1953) by the Austrio-British philosopher,
Ludwig Wittgenstein (1889 - 1951) may give us another perspective on definitions:

If T tell someone ‘Stand roughly here’ — may not this explanation work perfectly? And
cannot every other fail, too? But isn’t it an inexact explanation? — Yes; why shouldn’t we
call it ‘inexact’? Only let us understand what ‘inexact’ means. For it does not mean
‘unusable’. [...] — Now if I tell someone: “You should come to dinner more punctually; you
know it begins at one o’clock exactly’ — is there really no question of exactness here?
because it is possible to say: ‘Think of the determination of time in the laboratory or the
observatory; there you see what ‘exactness’ means’?*

Wittgenstein’s implied suggestion is twofold. On the one hand, instead of looking for an
over-arching definition of something, for a definition that would “hold true” in all possible
cases, we might like to take each case in its particularity, and decide for ourselves whether, for
example, that certain thing is — to get back now to our primary concern here — a drama or not.
But Wittgenstein also warns us that our instance-to-instance decisions and our “common
consent” or “general agreement” may easily conflict:

No single ideal of exactness has been laid down; we do not know what we should be

supposed to imagine under this head — unless you yourself lay down what is to be so called.
But you will find it difficult to hit upon such a convention; at least any that satisfies you.’

On the other hand, and as a corollary of the previous idea, Wittgenstein also makes us
reconsider the truism that “to call something this or that” (e.g. a piece of writing “drama”) is
also a matter of the context we are in at the moment of our decision; our particular position
and the specific ground we wish to occupy with our very locutions (speech) will determine
our perspective: we would like to call something ‘drama’ today, under these circumstances,
while tomorrow we may call it something else.

So I will look around and imagine — while writing these lines — that I am in the context
of the lecture-hall talking and gesticulating, facing approximately a hundred students. In other
words, I am taking advantage of a the inherent theatricality of the lecturing situation and
declare that while I am asking the question “what is drama?”, you are and I am always
already (‘head over heels’) in it. My lecture notes (this moment being transformed into
something wishing to approximate a ‘university textbook’) serve as a kind of script for my
speaking and behaviour, and you, listening and taking notes (but right now: reading), play the
role of the (today also in the theatre passive) audience. When realising that we are often
always already within the “thing” we are up to define and analyse — this “within-ness” both
blocking and clearing our way to the concept (e.g. drama), as we try to move along — we are a
bit like Hamlet, who, upon returning to the royal court in Denmark, has to face a father
replacing his Father, a king replacing the King, and a Mother happily being married to this
father-and-king. So the Prince-and-Son is overcome with the horror that everything
significant — with the “literal” weight of life and death — has been settled well before his

3 The Confessions of St. Augustine. Translated, with and Introduction and Notes, by John K. Ryan. Garden City,
New York: Image books, Double day and Company, Inc., 1960, pp. 287-288.
* Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations. Translated by G. E. M. Anscombe. Second edition. Oxford:
X Basil Blackwell, 1958, paragraph 88, pp. 41-42.
ibid.



entering the scene and, even further, that this “everything” stinks in crime. In a similar fashion
— in a “scientific, conceptual” investigation just as much as in ordinary life — we get the
feeling that we come to act on the “stage” called Earth belated, that by the time we arrive
here, our acting-space has been assigned to, or even taken by, someone else, and that much
has always already been decided: it had been decided even as early as before our conception.
And, like Hamlet, we are naturally interested in how and why we were conceived, what had
happened before we “came (in)to being”, including the odour of crime we suspect to
accompany such a — in more than one sense — violent act. The etymological kinship of
concept and conceive, however, (both words going back to Latin concipere, ‘to take in’) might
also give us the clue with respect to our present position of understanding: we might have to
look for the understanding of concepts not only around conception (‘origin’) in general, but
around the conception of our own, our very origin and coming into being; it might precisely
be “I”, the very individual investigating a concept who, in his origin, serves, in his or her
whole self, as the “explanation” and the “source of definition” for the very concept under
investigation, including its criminal aspects as well. Is it possible that it is a primal and
primordial crime concerning our conception which blocks our way to the understanding of our
concepts? These questions point towards another great case-study in the origins of the human
being: Sophocles’s Oedipus Rex.



Chapter 1
Greek Tragedy. Sophocles

1.1. Sophocles and the Greek Theatre

Sophocles, one of the greatest Attic playwrights, did not leave us his definition of either
drama or tragedy, yet, in Oedipus Rex — a play hailed even by Aristotle (384-322 BC) as one
of the best tragedies® of the time — he seems to represent what the content of a “yes” to the
above question involves.

1.1.1. Sophocles’ life and work

Sophocles the Athenian (7494 — 406, BC) lived through almost the whole of the famous
5™ <«classic” century in which his beloved Athens rose to greatness and met its fall: he lived
for roughly ninety years (the exact date of his birth is unknown). As a young man, he took
part in the celebration of the victory at Salamis (480 BC) against the Persians, and when he
died, Athens’ surrender to Sparta — after the long and exhausting Peloponnesian war — was
only two years away (404 BC).

In the Frogs of Aristophanes (450-385 BC), produced a year after Sophocles’s death,
Dionysus of Hades says of him: “He is good-tempered here [in the underworld], as he was
there [on Earth]” (cf. 3.2.) . He seems to have been handsome, gentle, kind and immensely
popular, both as a playwright and as a public figure. As a conscientious and rich member of
the polis (his father, Sophillus already owned many slaves and something we would today call
a “factory”), he took active part in city-life, holding high offices both in times of peace and
war. He was treasurer of the naval league of Athens (443-42 BC), he was a general with
Pericles (who was a life-long friend, and once remarked that Sophocles was a better poet than
a general) in the war against Samos (441-439 BC), and some other times. He had a son,
Iophon, who also became a tragic poet and Ariston, a son by another woman. Sophocles first
competed at the Dionysia in 468 and he was immediately awarded first prize. He was never
placed as third in the tragic contests and he was astonishingly prolific — ancient accounts put
the number of his plays at 123 (of which 7 survive); and, early in his career, he also performed
in his own plays, which was a well accepted practice then.’

1.1.2. Theatre and performance in Ancient Greece

The Dionysia (the first recorded one is from 535 BC) was the annual, principal contest of
a cycle of dramatic performances, held in the spring, gathering about 17 000 spectators —
practically the whole population of Athens — in an open-air theatre, swelled by a large number
of visiting strangers. It was a religious ritual, supervised entirely by the Athenian

® Cf.,, for example: “For at first poets accepted any plots, but to-day the best tragedies are written about a few
families — Alcmaeon for instance and Oedipus and Orestes and Meleanger and Thyestes and Telephus and all
the others whom it befell to suffer or inflict terrible disasters.” and: “A discovery is most effective when it
coincides with reversals, such as that involved by the discovery in the Oedipus.” Aristotle, The Poetics.
Translated by W. Hamilton Fyfe. Aristotle in Twenty-Three Volumes, XXXIII, Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard
University Press and London: William Heineman Ltd, 1982 (first edition 1927), 1453a and 1452a, p. 47 and p.
41.

" Cf. John Gassner and Edward Quinn (eds.), The Reader’s Encyclopedia of World Drama (henceforth REWD),
London: Methuen and Co. Ltd., 1975, pp. 789-790



Government, held on a number of successive days but competition was not felt to be
incongruous with the religious dignity of the occasion: before a tragedy could be performed at
all, it had to pass the scrutiny of a selection-board (which judged the play chiefly on dramatic
merit and very seldom on political grounds) and acceptance itself was already a high honour;
The playwrights submitted their pieces to the archon, who was in charge of the festival at
which the play was hoped to be performed. It was the archon who “granted a chorus” to the
poets selected, which meant that he provided a choregus, a wealthy gentleman, who paid —
among other things — the expenses of the chorus. The office of the choregus was regarded as a
highly honourable and special service to the official state religion. A competition of comedies
was admitted to the Great Dionysians in 486 B. C., and to the Lenaeans in 440 B. C. In
performance, the play competed with the work of two other authors, and the prize was
awarded by the votes of a panel of adjudicators, influenced, of course, by the reactions of the
audience. The work of each author consisted of a group of four plays, three tragedies, either
independent of each other (this practice was introduced precisely by Sophocles®) or forming a
trilogy (the ‘old’ practice of Aeschylus), and a ‘satyr-play’ of a lighter vein (so, three
competitors presented four plays in the course of the festival — thus there were usually 12
plays altogether). The reward, even in material value, was substantial. The actors, including
the members of the Chorus, were exclusively male and trained by the poet himself, who was
also the ‘director’, the ‘stage-manager’ of his plays. The actors were paid by the city but the
other expenses (elaborate costumes, masks depicting, with broad and exaggerated emphasis,
the dominant characteristics of the actor’s role, high buskin boots and a lavish feast for all the
players) were covered by the above-mentioned choregus.

Like other tragic authors, Sophocles composed the music, as well as the words of the
choral odes: his music-teacher was Lampros and his model for dramatic style was the ‘old
master’, Aeschylus. Sophocles introduced a few very significant innovations, too: the all-
important Chorus originally consisted of twelve people, singing-reciting the story (providing a
narrative, almost exclusively from the traditional mythology or the heroic past) and there was
one actor, a kind of prologue and ‘fore-singer’ first, later more and more in dialogue with the
Chorus (the ‘dramatic’ element). A second actor, as an antagonist to the first, was introduced
by Aeschylus (turning tragedy into a kind of agon, a contest itself) and a third by Sophocles,
who raised the number of the Chorus to fifteen. It was also Sophocles who, according to
Aristotle’s Poetics’, introduced painted stage-scenery as well. The space for performance was
the orchestra (a dancing-place) in which the Chorus moved and chanted, there was a platform
for the actors (often raised above the orchestra) and a building (frequently with the facade of a
palace or temple) as backdrop and as a retiring-place to change costumes, with three doors,
the central one reserved for the principal actors. At either side of the orchestra and near the
stage there was an entrance-way (parodos). Because the theatre in Athens faced south, with
the town and the harbour at the audience’s right and the open country to its left, it became a
convention that characters entering from the right were ‘coming from town or sea’, and those
entering from the left ‘came from a long distance or by land’ (e.g. messengers, shepherds,
etc.). Later on this convention was applied to the side-doors of the building on the stage, too.
There were various kinds of stage-machinery, the most important being the mechané
(‘machirlloe’, moving “flying gods”) and the eccyclema (a platform on wheels, to reveal interior
scenes).

¥ Although Oedipus Rex, Antigone and Oedipus at Colonus are often referred to as the ‘Theban-trilogy’, they
were written in different periods of Sophocles’s life and not in this order: Antigone, 442-441 BC; Oedipus Rex,
429-420 BC; and Oedipus at Colonus was performed only after Sophocles’s death, in 401 BC

? Interestingly, The Poetics takes neither Aeschylus, nor Euripides as its model but predominantly Sophocles.

' Cf. REWD, pp. 372-379.
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1.1.3. Aeschylus, the “father” and Sophocles, the “son”

In Aeschylian tragedy the solitary hero has to face his destiny or is playing out the inner
drama of his own soul; properly speaking he is not the Human Being in his or her strength and
weakness but a fearful and even extreme case of one sinful error that inevitably leads the
sinner to catastrophe: the Aeschylian hero is doomed form the start, the plot is, therefore
relatively static. For Sophocles, the tragedy of life is not that man is wicked or foolish but that
he is imperfect — punishment for shortcomings is not automatic and is often beyond the moral
or ethical plain. The ‘tragedy of situation’, in which the hero is lost either way, did not appeal
to Sophocles. Oedipus is a wise father of the citizens, courteous and reasonable — the pity is
that with al/ this excellence he must s#il/ fall. Sophocles’s greatest achievement is that the
various aspects of the hero’s characteristics are so combined with the events that they lead to a
disastrous issue (cf. the temperament of both Oedipus and his father, Laius — without that it
would hardly make any sense for them to meet at the cross-roads). The disastrous issue, in
retrospect (and, because the story is well-known, in advance) should appear to have been
inevitable yet before the particular circumstances started to work on the hero (cf. the plague in
Thebes) he is in that ‘normal’ state which we conventionally call ‘happy’. He must be passing
from this normal situation to a disaster which is either unforeseen or much greater than could
be possibly expected, through the working together of character and circumstance. The play is
the discovery procedure, the proof-seeking ‘detective-story’ itself, witnessed, step by step, by
the audience, in which the various characteristics of the hero and the elements of the plot
‘recognise’ each other: they ‘enter into a dialogue’, interact and get intertwined. (‘Whodunit?’
—itis L.).

1.2. Oedipus Rex — an interpretation

Oedipus Rex'' (429-420 BC) is the ‘drama of dramas’ because, besides being an
excellently structured and thrilling tragedy, it also makes its hero re-enact — within his very
drama — what the ‘dramatic’ itse/f might mean. Here Sophocles — as Shakespeare in King Lear
or in The Tempest, for example — shows a keen interest in his very ‘medium’ and subject-
matter. While putting the sad story of the King of Thebes on display, he wishes to investigate
drama with the help of the very drama he is showing. Oedipus’s final gesture of plucking his
eyes out, for instance, might be interpreted as the coding of the audience s essential relation to
the stage into the tragedy itself: although our primary bond with the stage is through watching

>

" Some translators of the drama prefer to keep the original “Tyrannos” instead of “Rex” or “King”. It is
important to note, however, that although tyrannos meant ‘absolute ruler’ in the 5™ century BC, he was by no
means necessarily a bad one. He may have been good, he may have been bad; the point is that a tyrannos is
somebody who has sized power, while a king succeeds by birth, by inheritance. A tyrannos — as Oedipus for a
long time thinks himself to be — ascends to the throne through force, influence and intelligence, and everybody
knows that Oedipus became king by solving the riddle of the Sphinx, to which the answer was “Man”. “This
tyrannis (‘absolute power’), Oedipus himself says, “is a prize won with masses and money”. Thus, even the
title is one of the most powerful mockeries of the tragedy: Oedipus is tyrannos, because he owes his power to
his intelligence, yet, even if for a long time he does not know about it, he is the king, too, as the legitimate son
of Laius, and thus the rightful heir to the throne. This duality underscores that it seems there are in fact two
Oedipuses in the play, a tyrannos and a king, a son and a husband, a father and a brother, a highly successful
ruler and a blind beggar, a man who says “You must obey” and a man who says “I must obey”. The social
roles neatly clarified in “civilised” societies are hopelessly entangled when we take a look at the ‘primordial
chaos’ of origin, always carrying the weight of some sinister crime. (Cf. Bernard Knox, “Sophocles’ Oedipus”,
In: Cleanth Brooks (ed.), Tragic Themes in Western Literature, New Haven: Yale University Press, 1955, pp.
8-9)
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and seeing (the Greek word theatron, [‘theatre’] originally meaning ‘a place of seeing’)'?, the
horror of having to look ourselves in the face, and of seeing ourselves as we are while
witnessing to the tragedy is so unbearable that the moment we are revealed, our natural and
first reaction will — paradoxically — be to cover our eyes, or to look the other way; we will go
to all possible lengths to avoid the moment of total exposure. Oedipus will ‘oblige’ us by re-
enacting this natural reaction ‘in our stead’, thereby inviting us to, nevertheless, face
ourselves and, perhaps, to allow ourselves to be transformed in the very act of our seeing
somebody not seeing. With this gesture, Sophocles also suggests that fiction is not opposed to
reality but rather it is the ‘royal rode’ to it: it is participating in a kind of fiction, in a certain
sort of ‘unreality’, which makes us capable of facing reality; our passage to the ‘real world’ is
precisely through such appearances as the theatre. This is how, instead of concepts and theory
(going back to Greek theoria, originally meaning ‘spectacle’),” we first get theatre (theatron,
‘a place of seeing’). And if we accept Karoly Kerényi’s suggestion that Greek theoria and
theorein (‘to look at’, ‘to gaze upon’) are etymologically related to Greek theos (‘God’),"
then the theatre in Sophocles’s interpretation becomes a ‘place of seeing where one can — or
cannot — look God in the face’. In Greek times the ritual of drama is part of a whole set of
rituals: the amphitheatre is seen as the ‘navel of the earth’ and one can always find the
omphalos there, a phallic-shaped stone, a memento (an not yet a symbol) of fertility
(regeneration, spring, the promise of a new beginning, etc.). Drama is performed to purify the
audience, to purge their souls almost in the clinical-medical sense (cf. the purging of the
body). Today we see the theatre less as the ‘map of the world’ or as ‘the body of God’. But,
properly understood, drama might still be able to transform “as if” into “I am” through seeing:
fiction into being, fancy into existence by making us watch something, by offering us an in-
sight. At the same time, we share the same (present) time but not the same physical space with
the actors; we are and are not a part of the performance; we participate in the ritual but we are
also ‘covered up’, in the nowadays often literal darkness of the auditorium; we may look at
the things happening before us from a certain distance. In other words, drama is a genre where
we might be a part of an action without being morally responsible directly: if we see a man
trying to kill a woman in a restaurant, we are morally obliged to react somehow, call the
waiter, the police, etc. If we, however watch this scene as part of Shakespeare’s Othello, then
we may witness to a ‘domestic quarrel’ from the ‘comfort’ of the chair we paid for, and only
the blockhead will jump on the stage to ‘rescue the white lady from the black scoundrel’.

If we, however, insist on the inherent dramaticality of the lecture, we arrive, at the same
time, at one of the fundamental paradoxes of drama-theory. If drama is typically to be done, to
happen, to be performed, then what is the relationship between the written script (giving a
relative permanence to drama) and the drama on the stage? The text (in a book, in a certain
edition) rather seems to be a pre-requisite of drama and it is not, it cannot be, identical with it.
But if drama is rather the performance, then it does not exist in the proper sense of the word: it
is gone in and with the moment: its typical being is in its being done. And that particular
performance can never be reproduced: it was bound to that night, to that audience, to that
mental and physical disposition of the actors; it vanishes in the very act of being produced.

The above paradox may give as two hints as to the nature of drama. The ‘time’ or ‘tense’
of drama seems to be the ‘present continuous’ rather than the ‘simple past’ (the latter so
‘natural’ as the ‘tense’ of narratives: novels, epic poetry, etc.). We might even say that the task
of drama is precisely to transform the narrative, the simple past (or the past perfect), i.e.
‘finished history’ into the present continuous or, at least the present perfect. It should be

12 Cf. Bruce Wiltshire, Role Playing and Identity. The Limits of Theatre as Metaphor. Bloomington: Indiana
University Press, 1982, p. 11.

B Cf. op. cit., p. 33

" Cf. ibid.
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noticed that the audience of Oedipus Rex knew the story by heart (as Shakespeare’s audience
knew the story of Romeo and Juliet or Hamlet quite well, too); they did not go to the theatre
to hear about ‘something new’. Rather, they wanted the myth to happen again, in their
immediate present, they wished to participate in its ‘continuous present-ness’, they wanted to
be present while it was re-presented in their present (continuous) ‘tense’. As Oedipus
transforms a past piece of information (‘an old man was killed at the cross-roads’) into his
present, turning knowledge into present understanding (so horrible that he will pluck his eyes
out), so might our past become a part of our present in the theatre through our participating in
the mythical-ritualistic re-enactment of what happened a long time before. Aristotle calls the
moment of discovery anagnorisis, which, in Oedipus Rex, happens to coincide with the
‘reversal of fortune’ called peripeteia (cf. 2.3.3.). And it is the same change of the action into
its opposite which transforms the active (voice) into the passive: the investigator turns into the
object of investigation, the detective into the criminal, the teacher into the object of the lesson,
the doer into the sufferer of the action, the agent into the patient.

The above considerations about time and tenses give us a clue with respect to another
fundamental feature of drama. Drama ‘does not exist’ also in the sense that its ‘real’ being is
in the moment: if its ‘genuine’ existence is given in the unreproducible, the contingent and the
indeterminate, then we understand why it is in constant rivalry with narrative genres: the truly
‘dramatic’ is not the story (the plot) but the moment, when everything is suspended and one
may still decide to do this or that, (s)he may choose to go in various directions, as e.g.
Macbeth may choose to kill or not to kill Duncan in the famous ‘Is this a dagger I can see
before me’-monologue.

Oedipus is also given various stories and the question is in which of them he is willing to
recognise himself, with which he is ready to identify his being. There are various possibilities, for
example that this is a plot (!) cleverly woven by Creon and Teiresias, or that according to an eye-
witness, there were several robbers (highwaymen). Jocasta, Oedipus’s mother and wife, will even
say:

Oh but I assure you that was what he [the shepherd, the eye-witness] said;
He cannot go back on it now — the whole town heard it.

Not only I. And even if he changes his story

In some small point, he cannot in any event

Pretend that Laius died as was foretold.

For Loxias said a child of mine should kill him.

It was not to be; poor child, it was he that died.

A fig for divination!"

The emphasis is on “pretend” and on the exclamation “A fig for divination™: it is through
pretence, through make-believe, through a dramatic story — which can just as well be the figment
of one’s fancy as the naked truth — that Oedipus learns the #ruth and the truth is not in the
testimony of the shepherd; it is of utmost significance that when the shepherd, who is identical
with the eye-witness of Laius’ death, tells the story of the infant Oedipus (how he entrusted him to
a Corinthian shepherd, who brought the baby to the Corinthian King), Oedipus will no longer
question him about the past events and the number of robbers at the cross-roads: the truth of the
story is in its acceptance by Oedipus. Finally, Oedipus does accept the story that he is the
murderer of his father and the son-and-husband of Jocasta, while in principle he could still claim
that the shepherd was bribed, is senile etc. The truth is not in the story, or in the testimony, or in
the singular or plural of the noun robber (turning tragedy into ‘grammar’ as well), or in the

15 Sophocles: King Oedipus. Trans. by E. F. Walting, IN: Sophocles, The Theban Plays, Penguin Books,
Harmondsworth: Penguin Books Inc., (1947), 1969, pp 25-68. References — unless otherwise noted — are to
this translation.
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‘correspondence of the words with facts’; the truth is in Oedipus and, most importantly, it was
there all along: he should remember now, he must remember the prophecy he received at Pytho
(“But [I] came back disappointed with the answer / To the question I asked, having heard instead a
tale / Of horror and misery: how I must marry my mother, / And become the parent of a
misbegotten brood”), he should recall at least the fact that he killed an old man and his train and
that he should also avoid marriage with any woman who is older than him. Then why did he not
remember all this when he, the revealer of the riddle of the Sphinx, became King in the city and,
with that, ‘inherited’ the widow? Was it the hubris (pride, vanity) which blinded him? Was it the
euphoria he felt when he was successful? Or shall we say that he simply chose his destiny even
then, and now it has only come to light? Similarly, Jocasta’s “a fig for divination” is another
important aspect of the story: this is precisely the attitude the gods will not tolerate; one cannot
neglect them, they will ‘prove’ that they are right — right in the sense that they know the ‘past’
events from the time when it was ‘only’ ‘the future’. The gods do nor compel but they do predict.
Sophocles seems to believe that it is possible that the universe is not a chaotic place and that there
is order in it according to the logos (‘law’, ‘basic principle’, ‘language’, etc.); it is possible that a
universal rthythm rules in the physical world and in human affairs alike, an order which should not
be mocked at. The index of this order is the perfect dramatic form in which Sophocles usually
writes. Sophocles does not declare that there is such a rational order but he does not exclude its
possibility — what is at stake precisely is if there is such a rational order or not; this provides the
dramatic tension. If Sophocles had decided the question before he sat down to write the play, it
would not have any appeal to the present-day reader.

We, of course, know that, according to the script, Oedipus will choose to identify himself,
ultimately, as Laius’s son and Jocasta’s husband-and-son but, precisely because of the
‘momentary’ character of drama, we enjoy the performance since in our presence it is still
possible that he will decide otherwise. Thus my claim is that drama is not only in rivalry with the
narrative genres but it is also strangely in rivalry with itself: drama is the ‘insurrection’ of the
moment against the plot (considered to be the ‘soul’ of drama (tragedy) by Aristotle); it is within
drama that the moment ‘rebels’ against the story (the plot). On the one hand, the moment wants to
totalise itself, it wishes to fill the whole vacuum on the stage bound to the present; on the other
hand, the moment could not mean anything if it were not a part of a sequence, of a time-line of
consecutive steps organising themselves into cause-and-effect relationships, forming a continuum
(cf. the ‘continuous’ from ‘present continuous’). In my interpretation, then, drama is both Zeno’s
famous arrow, always ‘standing’ in mid-air, in the moment; and, simultaneously, the movement of
the arrow as well, trying to constitute a whole ‘story’.

Oedipus’ story is set, both in the sense that we know it from its beginning to its end, and
in the sense that within the play there is both the prophecy Oedipus heard himself as a young
man, and the story and prophecy of Teiresias, representing, in the play, precisely our fore-
knowledge (prognoia, ‘foresight’) of the events which we learnt from the myth or through our
previous acquaintance with the play. (We may say that the prophecies in the play are the index
of our foresight). But it depends on Oedipus’ free will which of the alternatives he will accept
(in the tension of the moment): one of the various possibilities, with the help of Time, will
reveal who he really is. (“CHORUS: Time sees all; and now he has found you, when you least
expected it”). He will choose the least appealing variant because he wants to know'’, and it is

' The name Oedipus may not only go back to oidi (‘swollen’) + poys (‘foot), presenting Oedipus as the man
with swollen feet, but to oida (‘I know’) as well: Oedipus is the one who wishes to know. ‘I know’ runs
through the play with the same ironic persistence as ‘foot’, e.g. Creon says “The Sphinx forced us to look at
what was at our feet”; Tiresias recalls “the dread-footed curse of your father and mother”; CHORUS: “Let the
murderer of Laius set his foot in motion in fight”, “The murderer is a man alone with forlorn foot”, “The laws
of Zeus are high-footed”, “The man of pride plunges down into doom where he cannot use his foot” (cf.
Bernard Knox, op. cit., pp. 12-13).
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in this human trait that Greek tragedy will, to a great extent, recognise the tragic itself: truth,
when ‘fully’ revealed, i.e. is acknowledged and accepted, lays claim to some of the most
vulnerable aspects of the human being; truth might be known but it, at the same time and with
the self-same gesture, destroys the human being. Without truth the tragic hero cannot live;
with the truth he is unable to live. But two things must remain: reverence and dignity — to
have been great of soul is everything.
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Chapter 2
Some basic concepts of drama-analysis: from Aristotle to Freud

2. 1. Aristotle: life and work

2.1.1. Aristotle’s life

Aristotle (384, Stageira, - 322, Khalkis) was a metoikos (‘one who lives together’) in
Athens, never a citizen (perhaps this is why he almost totally neglects the mythic-religious
aspects of tragedy, though he touches upon it, very briefly, when he talks about the origins of
comedy and tragedy). He spent 20 years at Plato’s Academy (367-347 BC) but he was never
trusted completely because of his ties with Athens’ arch-enemy at that time, Macedonia
(Amyntas, his father was the physician of the grandfather of Alexander the Great). In 347
Plato died and because of the political tension between Macedonia and Athens, Aristotle first
went to Atarneus and then to Lesbos, where he started to work together with his best friend,
and later ‘editor’ and successor, Theophrastus. In 343, he became the tutor of Alexander the
Great. Because of the hegemony of Macedonia in the region, between 334 and 323 (these
were his most productive years) he lectured in the Lykeion (originally a gymnasium,
belonging to Athens), which differs from Plato’s Academy also in the sense that Aristotle
could not buy land in Athens so the Lykeion in Aristotle’s lifetime was never acknowledged as
a proper ‘1S$h001" When Alexander died in 323, he moved to Khalkis and he soon died at the
age of 62.

2.1.2. Aristotle’s way of teaching philosophy and the place of The Poetics in his system

Aristotle is a highly systematic thinker; he is the first encyclopaedic philosopher who
would like to cover — in his lectures given at the Lykeion — the whole range of human
knowledge. From logic (which teaches the art of reasoning and debating — the ‘tool’ to all
philosophy) to metaphysics (which is on God or on being as being — the highest form of
knowledge) he covers ethics, politics (the right way of behaviour in the polis (‘town’), the
study of nature (physis)'®, meteorology, the problem of the soul, rhetoric, etc. Poetics has a
place in the encyclopaedia as well.

The Poetics is the first systematic body of text on artistic creation, on epic poetry, on
drama and, first and foremost, on tragedy. Of course, Aristotle is not the first one to deal with
problems we today call “aesthetic”: even the Pre-Socratics (especially Xenophanes and,
briefly and depreciatingly mentioning Homer, Heraclitus, too) did consider certain aesthetic
questions, and the interpreters of Homer (e.g. Metrodorus), the Sophists (e.g. Protagoras,
Gorgias), the historians (e.g. Herodotus) and, first and foremost, Plato himself kept asking
what the fruth of the work of art is. Should art teach a certain ethical stance? And, especially:
what is mimesis? Plato says in the Republic that even the act of building the republic is an
artistic activity. It is all the more surprising that Aristotle, despite his general practice, does
not give an overview of previous opinions and that here he does not even mention Plato.

2.1.3. Aristotle and Plato

7 Cf. Marjorie Greene, A Portrait of Aristotle. London: Faber and Faber Limited, 1963, pp. 15-19.
' Thus physics for Aristotle still means ‘natural science in general’.
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It is inevitable that we take a look at Aristotle’s most significant philosophical ideas. This
is important not only because otherwise it is well-nigh impossible to understand his aesthetic
teaching but also because some basic differences between the Aristotelian and the Platonic
systems will be of vital significance in the discussion of the Renaissance, too.

The most convenient starting point, indeed, is to contrast Aristotle with his teacher, Plato.
Plato suggests a split between the sensible world (the world of phenomena) and the
intelligible world; the intelligible world for him is the domain of the famous ideas; the
original word is eidos, which is often translated into English as form to avoid confusion with
‘ideas in our heads’. Platonic ideas (forms) are famously not in the human mind — they are in
a world with which we may have been in acquaintance before our birth, yet now, on Earth, no
one has direct access to forms; it is perhaps only the philosopher who may grasp something of
them, in search of knowledge (epistémé) instead of mere opinion (doxa), but only if he is
driven by the conviction that Knowledge is Truth, Truth is Beauty and Beauty is Virtue. But it
is in principle that philosophy cannot result in some kind of a ‘direct acquaintance’ with
forms; philosophy is rather the knowledge of the split itself, it is the awareness of the very
tension between the two worlds, it is the humble acknowledgement of the opposition.

Thus, Plato is very much aware of what we might call the ontological gap between the
two domains: the phenomenal world (the world we see if we look around us) is in constant
flux but the domain of the eidos has abiding permanence and the constancy of significance:
for Plato the real world is precisely the eidetic, ideal domain, the realm of forms, and not the
prosaic, vulgar and incessant flow (flux) going on around us.

By contrast, for Aristotle, the world is built up according to a hierarchy of interconnected
and causal elements, where each and every event has its appropriate and well-definable end.
However, the maintenance of proportion is not guaranteed by external factors (the world of
eidos) but is guaranteed from within the thing (the phenomenon) itself: for Aristotle the eidos
is in the thing, it is — as we shall see — the genus of the thing. Thus, for Aristotle, it is the
concept of development which becomes the general principle of explanation. All diversity is
contained as a definite phase or step in the process of development. Diversity will be
contained and reconciled in the unifying dynamic process. The world is a self-enclosed
sphere, it has no beginning and no end (it is indestructible and uncreated), and within it there
are only differences of degrees. The force of development flows from the divine unmoved
mover of the universe; below him there are the star-gods, whose matter is ethereal, i.e., their
body is divine, and then several further layers of beings can be found, down to the senseless
stones. There are no gaps in the universe, there is finite and continuous space, measurable in
distinct and determinable stages.

For Aristotle, the ultimate goal of thinking is wisdom (phronesis): the knowledge of all
things. Knowledge starts with experience, which reaches us through the senses in the form of
immediate perception. Art is the contemplation of universals, whereas science is the
investigation of first causes, i.e. the substance, the essence, the ultimate substratum, shape or
from (eidos) of all things; the first cause is the ultimate “Why”. There are three more causes
in Aristotle’s system: (2) matter, which is the immanent material from which a thing comes
into being and persists (e.g. the bronze of a statue); (3) the source of change: the cause which
brings about/transforms/alters a thing in an immediate manner (as the father is the ‘cause’ of
the child when begetting it) (4) the goal or end, which is that for the sake of which something
comes into being (as we may say that health is the ‘cause’ of walking about in nature — in
order to be healthy, we take a walk in the woods).

Aristotle's most well-known criticism of Plato’s theory of Forms is often called 'the One-
over-many-argument’ (which, incidentally, has some traces already in Plato’s Parmenides as a
kind of challenge of the philosopher to himself). According to Aristotle, Plato, in his theory,
runs into the trap of infinite regress. This is a deficiency all philosophical theories wish to
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avoid because it makes rational thinking pointless. Let us take the example of Man: there are,
obviously, particular men (in the phenomenal world, here and now) and there is the Form of
Man in the world of eidos. The question is the relationship between the Form and the
particular instances: if we may correctly apply the name ‘man’ to both the particular instances
and to the Form, we need a standpoint from which this is possible, yet this position is very
much like a ‘super-position’, from which both the Form and the particular instances can be
seen, i.e. it is a position which is even ‘higher’ than the realm of Forms. Thus, in the shape of
this ‘super-position’, we have a new °‘One’ over ‘the many’, the latter now not only
comprising the particular instances of man but the Form of Man as well. Yet now, in order to
describe all the three types of entities (namely, the particular instances, the Form and the
newly arisen ‘super-position’) correctly as ‘man’, we again need a ‘super-super-position’,
which will now be the fourth entity to which the word ‘man’ can be applied, and so on: we
face infinite regress, or move in a vicious circle in the sense that man still seems to be defined
by itself."

In Aristotle’s universe, everything is made up of four natural substances: fire, earth,
water, and air. Every instance belongs to various species; species, in turn belong to genera.
The genus comprises what is the same in things belonging to different species: the genus is
the form, the eidos itself. The highest genera are the categories (universals): substance (e.g.
man, horse in itself), quality (e.g. white), quantity (e.g. two inches long) relation (e.g. double
of something), place (e.g. in the garden), time (e.g. yesterday), position (e.g. lying (on the
ground), possessive (e.g. in shoes), action (e.g. to cut), and passion (e.g. to be cut).”’

2.1.4. The problem with Aristotle’s works: system or jumble?

It was Theophrastus, Aristotle's friend and successor, who arranged the Master's works
(including The Poetics), so he might have been responsible for some strange features in many
of Aristotle’s works, including some surprising inconsistencies.

For example, in obviously one of the most important of his works, in the Metaphysics,
Aristotle is not consistent in defining the subject-matter of metaphysics systematically, which
— judging by the pedantry which usually characterises Aristotle — is more than puzzling. In
Book Gamma he says:

There is a science [metaphysics or first philosophy] which investigates being as being and
the attributes which belong to this by virtue of its own nature. Now this is not the same as

any of the so-called special sciences; for none of these others treats universally of being as
being (1003a, lines 18-24).

In Book Delta (under the name “Philosophical Lexicon"), "Being" is not connected with
the study of metaphysics at all, and in Book Eta he says:

But if there is something which is eternal and immovable and separable, clearly the
knowledge of it belongs to a theoretical science — not, however to physics (for physics deals

'% Please note that Plato’s case is not hopeless; he may argue, as he in fact does in Parmenides, that a Form (the
‘One’) like Man is ‘above’ the particular instances (‘the many men’) as the sun is above all of us: it shines
‘globally’ and evenly on everybody without a particular instance ‘taking’ something ‘out’ from the sun (the
One is not like a blanket which is covering everybody’s head, each head taking up some space on the surface
of the blanket). Thus, it is improper to say that the meaning of ‘man’ is the same when it designates a
particular instance and when it is applied to the Form; a shift of meaning seems to characterise the switch from
instances to Forms. An alternative solution might be that even if we claim that the instance somehow
‘participates’ in the Form, this participation is through imitation and, again, not through taking a ‘part’ of the
Form out. The particular instance is a kind of ‘shadow’ to the Form; the instance ‘follows’ the Form, it would
‘like’ to be the Form, it has been shaped with respect to the Form yet it is not making the Form up
quantitatively.

2% Cf. Marjorie Greene, op. cit., pp. 34-57.
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with certain movable things) nor to mathematics, but to a science prior to both. For physics
deals with things which exist separately but are not immovable, and some parts of
mathematics deal with things which are immovable but presumably do not exist separately,
but embodied in matter, while the first science deals with things which both exist separately
and are immovable. Now all causes must be eternal, but especially these; for they are the
causes that operate on so much of the divine as appears to us [i.e. produce the movements
of the heavenly bodies]. There must, then, be three theoretical philosophies, mathematics,
physics and what we may call theology, since it is obvious that if the divine is present
anywhere, it is present in things of this sort (1026a, lines 10-21).

In 1923, Professor Werner Jaeger, in his book called Aristoteles, tried to interpret these
inconsistencies (giving rise to a critical upheaval in Aristotelian studies only comparable to
the one emerging after A. C. Bradley's Shakespearean Tragedy in 1904). Jaeger claims that in
the course of years Aristotle changed his mind when lecturing on metaphysics and that the
various books of his work, put together by Theophrastus, do not show the real order of
composition: Theophrastus created a jumble (most likely in other works, too). In Jaeger's
reconstruction, Aristotle set out to lecture on First Philosophy (metaphysics) as a brilliant
young Platonist and then he still shared the interest of his fellow-Platonists in the Divine.
Thus, first philosophy then could not be anything else but the study of God. Later, when
Aristotle's medical background came to have its due influence on his work, and he developed
a keen interest in the structure and functioning of all living things, he started to hold that first
philosophy has no subject-genus, as it deals not with any single species of being,
unambiguously carved out of a wider genus, as we carve the species MAN out of the genus
ANIMAL, but with the much more difficult (and only indirectly accessible) subject, “being as
being”, the Being of all things. Thus, metaphysics does not even deal with God, since He is
still one being among the others, even though the most perfect and the best. In 1927 Hans von
Armin argued that Jaeger’s chronology for the composition of the Metaphysics is circular;
Guthrie in 1933 claimed that what Jaeger takes to be the early theology is in fact the mature
view, developed not out of Platonic interests but out of a down-to-earth materialism — there is
no end to the debate. But the controversies illustrate our still-prevailing uncertainties
concerning some of the most important concepts put forth by Aristotle.

2.2. Aristotle’s silent debate with Plato on mimesis and poetry

As Murray Krieger points out in his remarkable book, Ekhphrasis, Plato works with two
definitions of “imitation” in The Republic: a broader and a narrower one’'. The broader
definition is well-known and comes from Book Ten, where Plato blames the representational
arts for being, as Stephen Halliwell puts it “crudely parasitic on reality”, the artist’s aim,
according to Plato, being

to produce the effect of a mirror held up to the world of the senses.”? Mimetic works are
fake or pseudo-reality; they deceive, or are intended to deceive; their credentials are false,
since they purport to be, what in fact they are not.”?

However, in Book Three of The Republic, Socrates-Plato restricts “imitation” to dramatic
“imitation”, in the sense of ‘impersonation’, in the meaning of ‘direct miming or speech’24.

21 Cf. Murray Krieger, Ekphrasis. The Illusion of the Natural Sign. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press,
1992, pp. 34-41.

22 Cf. Plato, The Republic. Trans. and ed. by Raymond Larson. Arlington Hights, Ill.: AHM Publishing
Corporation, 1979, 596d-¢.

2 Stephen Halliwell, Aristotle’s Poetics. London: Duckworth, 1986, p. 1986. See also Plato, The Republic, op.
cit., 601¢ and 605¢-d.

* Cf. Krieger, op. cit., pp. 35-37 and Plato, The Republic, op. cit., p. 62.
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We have an instance of “impersonation” when — while reciting a Homeric poem or acting out
a tragedy or simply narrating like a “moderate gentleman™ — a person is not telling about
another person’s deeds, and he is not quoting the other’s speech but starts acting out what the
other has been or was doing, and begins speaking in the other person’s name — he acts as if he
were the other person, he becomes ‘one’ with the other.

Now, as it is well-known, in Book Ten Socrates-Plato concludes that

we acted reasonably in banishing her [Poetry] from our city, being such as she is — reason
dictated our course. And let’s also remind her — lest she accuse us of being harsh and
uncouth — that an ancient feud persists between philosophy and poetry. Expressions that
call Philosophy ‘great in the idle chatter of fools’ a ‘yapping bitch who snaps at her master’
and philosophers ‘pointy-headed riffraff’, who ‘after subtle agonizing conclude that
‘they’re broke’ and countless others like them all attest to that ancient quarrel. Nevertheless
be it said that should imitative poetry directed to pleasure be able to give reasons for her
existence in a well-regulated city, we’d gladly take her back from her exile, acknowledging
that we too are enchanted by her.?®

Yet it is precisely when Plato deals with the not “well-regulated” or “enchanting”
features of dramatic representation and when he narrows it down to “impersonation”, pointing
out its serious dangers, that he acknowledges the tremendous power and challenge of drama
for the human being. Hence the paradox also in the later puritanical attempts at closing the

theatres. “The Southern yokel who rushes to the stage to save Desdemona from the black

man”?’ also takes the transformation in the theatre for ‘reality’, yet he is much better: he

wishes to participate. In Plato’s analysis, impersonation takes a person totally in, it impinges
upon the person, it changes and transforms his identity. This, of course, is the source of the
danger of the theatre. Yet the poetic (or even ‘dramatic’) terms in which Plato depicts this
danger are dangerous in themselves:

“Or haven’t you noticed how imitation, if practiced from childhood, settles into natural
habits in speech, body and mind?”

“I certainly have.”

“Then,” I said, “we mustn’t let our children, if we want them to grow into good men,
imitate a woman — nagging her husband, boasting and challenging the gods, wallowing in
seeming happiness or noisy grief — much less one who’s sick, in love or in labour.”
“Absolutely not,” he said.

“Nor evil, cowardly men doing the opposite of what we just said: ridiculing and abusing
each other, drunk or sober, with disgusting words, and debasing themselves and others with
the kind of speech and acts used by that sort of person. Nor should they get into the habit of
imitating maniacs.”

“But a worthless fellow will use more imitation in proportion to his own worthlessness:
he’ll consider nothing beneath him and stoop to imitating anything seriously even in public
— thunder, howling winds, hail, squeaky wheels and pulleys, blaring trumpets, flutes,
bugles, and every other instrument, as well as barking dogs, mooing cows, and chirping
birds. His style will be all imitation of sounds and gestures with little or no narration.”"

While reading the above lines certain scenes from Shakespeare might flash to mind: Kate
from The Taming of the Shrew (“nagging her husband”, etc.), Falstaft from Henry IV, Sir Toby
Belch and Sir Andrew from Twelfth Night (“ridiculing and abusing each other, drunk or sober,
with disgusting words”, etc.), Hamlet (“imitating maniacs”), or King Lear (“challenging the
gods”, imitating “thunder, howling winds, hail”, etc. in storm and tempest). This is not the

2 Plato, The Republic, op. cit. , 393d-394d

26 Plato, The Republic, op. cit., 607b-d.

27 Stanley Cavell, Disowning Knowledge in Six Plays of Shakespeare, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1987, p. 98.

* Plato, The Republic, op. cit., 325d-396a; 397a-b
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time either to point out Shakespeare’s silent quarrel with Plato and with Sir Philip Sidney’s 4
Defence of Poetry™ (cf. 6. 5.), or to refer to those passages in Plato where he responds to
imitation more favourably.”® Here I wish to emphasise how clearly Plato saw and how vividly
he could depict the power and challenge of drama in the theatre. And if we further consider
how his dialogistic practice — in The Republic and in almost everything he wrote — undercuts
the very principles he is putting forward’', we might claim that he practically banished
himself from his own Republic.

On the other hand, there is Aristotle, who works out a detailed, balanced and coherent —
though by no means easily digestible’® — theory of drama, yet he is never himself dramatic in
the above, Platonic sense, and especially not in The Poetics. It is widely agreed that Aristotle’s
basic disagreement with Plato — in full knowledge of his teacher’s works™ — is over the
concept of mimesis (imitation): Aristotle — as Stephen Halliwell argues — also works with two
concepts of imitation: “a general notion of mimesis as a fictional representation of the
material of human life, and also a more technical sense of mimesis as the enactive or dramatic
mode of poetry”.>* The mimetic representation of action as muthos (plot-structure) becomes a
key-term in The Poetics. Mimesis ceases to be a vehicle of falsehood precisely through the
muthos, the plot of drama;

And since tragedy is an imitation of an action, and is enacted by certain people through
action, who must necessarily have certain qualities of thought and character [:..] and since it
is the plot which is the imitation of action (for by ‘plot’ I mean here the arrangement of the
events), and the ‘characters’ are those indications by virtue of which we say that the
persons performing the action have certain moral qualities, and ‘thought’ the passages in
which by means of speech they try to prove some argument or else state a general view — it
follows necessarily that the constituent elements of the tragic art as a whole are six in
number, in so far as tragedy is a special kind of art (they are plot and characters, speech-
composition and thought, visual appearance and song-composition).35

As Else comments:

For the plot is the structure of the play, around which the material ‘parts’ are laid, just as
the soul is the structure of a man [...]. It is well known that in Aristotle’s biology the soul —
i.e., the form — is ‘prior’ to the body and [...] he thinks of the plot as prior to the poem in
exactly the same way. [...] For Aristotle the plot precedes the poem, but it is essentially
‘made’ by the poet, even if he is using traditional material.*®

The plot-structure is the result of a dynamic activity, an en-plotment — art or poiésis is a
making, and even a discovery”’ (cf. 2.3.3 and 2.5.2). It is through the selecting of the events
with respect to their weight and importance, it is through the connecting of them with one
another while condensing them into a unity, that

the writing of poetry is a more philosophical activity, and one to be taken more seriously,
than the writing of history; for poetry tells us rather the universals, history the particulars.

¥ Cf. Sir Philip Sidney, “A Defence of Poetry” In: Miscellaneous Prose of Sir Philip Sidney, Edited by
Katherine Duncan-Jones and Jan Van Dorsten, Oxford: At the Clarendon Press, 1979, pp 59-122.

0 For example, Plato, Laws, Book 2 and Book 7.

31 Cf. Plato, The Republic, op. cit., 1979, p. 64.

32 Cf. Gerald F. Else, Aristotle’s Poetics: The Argument. Cambridge, Mass.,: Harvard University Press, 1967, p.
Vvii.

33 Cf. Halliwell, op. cit., p. 2 and pp. 331-336; see also Else, op. cit., pp. 97-101.

** Halliwell, op. cit., pp. 21-22

35 Aristotle, The Poetics In: Else, op. cit., 49b36-50al 1

3 Else, op. cit., pp. 242-243

37 Cf. Else, op. cit., p. 320.
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‘Universal” means what kinds of thing a certain kind of person will say or do in accordance
with probability or necessity, which is what poetic composition aims at.®

It follows that Aristotle will praise Homer precisely for a trait Plato condemns him for:
Aristotle points out Homer’s exceptional talent for plot-making and his rare ability of hiding
behind his characters, himself “doing as little talking [i.e. connecting-narration] as possible™
and allowing his characters to speak for themselves. By contrast Plato — as it has been hinted
at — goes to great lengths to complain that Homer gives full licence to impersonation and
presents too little detached narration.*

Aristotle does rescue the concept of mimesis from his master’s hands for a more
‘philosophical’ appreciation, claiming that the plot — and, thus, imitation — is able to capture
some dimensions of the “universal”. However, what Aristotle achieves, considered at least
from the Platonic point of view, is, on the one hand, too little: Aristotle’s universals are not
Plato’s ideas. As Else explains:

Plato’s indictment had come to this: poetry cannot represent truth because it cannot
penetrate to the Ideas but stops short at the veil of Appearance (particulars). So stated, the
case of poetry is hopeless; for no one can argue seriously that she has either the method or
the will to reach the abstract plane of the Ideas. Aristotle’s defence (which is implicit, not
explicit) does not attempt that gambit. In his scheme, metaphysics, the science of Being,
and its congeners physics and mathematics (also to some extent astronomy), are a special
group of ‘theoretical’ sciences; and the theoretical sciences have theoretical objects only.
Human life and action belong to the ‘practical’ sphere and have nothing to do with
metaphysics.[...] That, in fact, is why Aristotle so carefully uses the double formula
“according to probability or necessity” throughout the Poetics; for necessity can never be
absolute in the sublunar world. [...] What it [the poetic] can offer us is a view of the
typology of human nature, freed from the accidents that encumber our vision in real life.
[...] [In Aristotle’s theory] the poet is released from Plato’s requirement that he must go to
school to philosophy to learn the truth (the Ideas). But he is also condemned to the
‘practical’ realm and must not claim that he understands the ultimate things. There is in fact
not a word in the Poetics about the ultimate “secrets of life”, about why mankind should
suffer or be happy, about Fate, or man’s relation to God, or any such metaphysical matters.
These omissions are not accidental.[...] [Aristotle] has solved Plato’s insistent question
about the metaphysical justification by begging the question: that is, by assuming tacitly
that poetry has no metaphysical dimension.”"!

Considered now from the point of view of drama, what Aristotle achieves demands a high
price as well: imitation primarily goes to the poet, to the act or operation of making poetry
and the more Aristotle insists that poetry, in this sense, is an activity, the more he loses sight
of the other activity, the activity of imitation on the actor’s and the audience’s part. Although
Aristotle’s opsis ‘visual appearance’*?, or ‘spectacle’® (cf. 2.3.2.) may semantically also
comprise “the whole visible apparatus of the theatre™* and there indeed are scattered
references to drama-in-performance in The Poetics®, he talks very little about drama as it is
embodied in the theatre, in the actual presentation of ‘impersonators’. Drama has become, in a
sense, ‘tamed’: activity and dynamism is, to the largest extent, on the poet’s side, whose
‘making’ will result in a structured and unified ‘artefact’, a kind of ‘object’ or ‘thing’. Muthos,
and, therefore, mimesis, are no longer dependent — as far as their ‘essence’ is concerned — on
the senses of the actors, and even very little on the senses of the audience: “the process is one

38 Aristotle, The Poetics In: Else, op. cit., 51b7-11

3 Aristotle, The Poetics In: Else, op. cit., 60a8

40 Cf. Plato, The Republic., op. cit., 387b-395a.

I Else, op. cit., pp. 305-306

2 Cf. Aristotle, The Poetics In: Else, op. cit., 50al1

# Cf. Halliwell, op. cit., p. 337.

* Halliwell, op. cit., p. 337

* Cf. Aristotle, The Poetics In: Else, op. cit., 47a22, 48b23, 49a9-13.
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increasing objectification [...] of the mimetic impulse.”*® The whole of The Poetics strives at
fitting the problem of imitation and drama into the great, encyclopaedic philosophical system
as further specimens in the grand and overall ‘butterfly-collection’: instead of theatron
(theatre proper) we mostly get theoria (theory).

To sum up the whole of my argument concerning Aristotle in Else’s apt formulation:
“philosophy in itself is not dramatic in Aristotle’s eyes — but rather its opposite; though the
drama is the drama of a philosopher.”*’

2.3. The structure of Aristotle’s The Poetics

2.3.1. The Poetics (Peri poiletikes — On the Art of Poetic Creation, ca. 335 BC): Chapters*® 1-5:
preliminaries

For Aristotle, the essence (usia) of poetry is mimesis (imitation) and poetry as a species
belongs to the genos of ‘imitative art’. Art (‘fechné’) here means ‘being well-versed in a
field’, ‘capability’, ‘expertise’, ‘know-how’; it is technical (and not scientific) knowledge, it is
not épisteme. With respect, now, to the genos of poetry, there are the following species: epic
poetry, tragedy, comedy, and dythirambic poetry®’. Poetry can be divided according to the
means used in composition (language, tune, rhythm, harp-playing, etc.), or according to the
different objects it represents (good or inferior people doing or experiencing something), or
according to the manner in which the objects are represented: in epic poetry (the chief
example is Homer), there is narrative and, in the performance, the singer may assume
(personify, cf. 2.2 above) certain characters; drama represents characters carrying out actions
themselves. Then Aristotle gives a very brief history of poetry: its origin has to do with man’s
instinct for representation (imitation) in childhood, his joy in accurate likeness (learning) and
in technique. Here tragedy is defined for the first time in order to distinguish it from comedy:
imitating fine doings of fine men is tragedy, while imitating inferior (base and ugly people)
gives rise to comedy, since for Aristotle a part of ugliness is the ‘laughable’ (cf. 2.5).

2.3.2 The definition and the parts of tragedy

In 1449b Aristotle contrasts tragedy with epic poetry; they differ in length: “tragedy tends
to fall within a single revolution of the sun or slightly exceed that™, while an epic piece is
unlimited. It is also for this reason that epics is inferior to tragedy. And here we find the
famous, lengthiest definition of tragedy — practically every word here has given rise to endless
debates:

tragedy is, then, a representation (imitation, mimesis) of an action (praxis) that is heroic
(spudaios) and complete (feleios) and of certain magnitude — by means of language
enriched with all kinds of ornament [‘spiced language, spiced with rhythm and tune’], each
used separately in the different parts of the play: it represents man in action (praxis) and

“® Else, op. cit., p. 101

" Else, op. cit., p. 44

“ Chapter numbers were not given by Aristotle but by the humanists in the Renaissance

“ In 49a10 of The Poetics, Aristotle talks about dythirambic poetry as the ancestor of tragedy, a song sung and
danced by the chorus at the Dyonysia.

%0 This is one of the formulations which has given rise to endless debates: what does Aristotle mean by the
‘single revolution of the sun’? Twelve hours? Twenty-four hours? And what does it mean that tragedy may
‘slightly’ exceed that? That it may take place within, say, thirty-six hours? (cf. 2.4.2).
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does not use narrative, and through pity (eleos) and fear (phobos) it effects relief (catharsis)
to these and similar emotions.

Aristotle goes on to distinguish between the six parts of tragedy:

1. spectacular effect (opsis): the manner of representation; Aristotle surprisingly says here
that “it has nothing to do with poetry” (1450b), “Indeed the effect of tragedy does not depend
on its performance by actors” (1450b).

The means of representation are:

2. song-making (melopoiia): this is the most important element to ‘enrich’ (spice) tragedy

3. diction (/exis): the expression of meaning in words.

Then comes the most important element, the plot, the “soul of tragedy” for Aristotle
(1450b, and cf. 2.2 above):

4. the imitation (mimesis) of action (praxis) is the plot (muthos): “the arrangement
(susthasis—a medical term, also used to describe the human constitution, organism) of the
incidents” (pragma, of ‘what happens’).

Since men are represented in action, each of these men have

5. a certain character (ethos: the quality of agents, their custom, habit). Character reveals
choice (prohairesis)’'; ethos is the pre-requisitt of sound judgement, motivated by
unemotional and mature thinking (dianoia), while prohairesis is the human will, the
deliberate adoption of a course of conduct or line of action. It is not the deed but the choice
that determines the goodness or the badness of a character.

6. Men also have a mode of speech or thought (dianoia), here mode or way of speech
taken from a rhetorical, persuasive point of view. Dianoia is “when in the dialogue the
character puts forward an argument or deliver an opinion”, “saying what is possible and
appropriate”, Aristotle says. The meaning of dianoia is here closer to ‘argumentation’ than to
‘thought’ (the original meaning of dianoia), since in drama thinking gets revealed through the
speeches of the characters.

2.3.3. The plot

As we saw in 2.2., for Aristotle mimesis is plot-making by the poet, the poet is thus the
maker of plots. The action imitated must be whole and complete, the arrangement of the
incidents should be orderly, and the plot should have magnitude, since beauty consists in two
things: magnitude and ordered arrangement. The definition of plot runs as follows:

the plot being the representation (imitation) of a piece of action must represent (imitate) a
single piece of action and the whole of it; and the component incidents must be so arranged
that if one of them is transposed or removed, the unity of the whole is dislocated and
destroyed [medical terms!]. For if the presence or the absence of a thing makes no visible
difference, then it is not an integral part of the whole.

What is, however, the relationship between the plot and ‘reality’? The poet’s task is not to
tell what actually happened but what could and would happen either probably or inevitably
(necessarily). The historian says what happened, the poet what might happen. History gives
particular facts, poetry general truths, so poetry is closer to philosophy. General truth is “the
sort of thing that a certain type of man will do or say either probably or necessarily.”

Aristotle then talks about the structure of the plot: the worst is the episodic plot, where
the incidents are loosely connected or not connected at all. The plot is complex (muthos
paplegmenos) when the change of fortune coincides with reversal (peripeteia) and with

3! Both ethos and prohairesis are technical terms from Aristotle’s ethical theory (especially in the Nichomachian
Ethics).
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discovery (anagnorisis), or both. Finally, there is the simple plot (muthos haplo), where there
is neither peripeteia, nor anagnorisis.

Reversal is the changing of the situation into its opposite probably or inevitably; here
Aristotle’s example is Sophocles’ Oedipus. Discovery is the change from ignorance to
knowledge (and, as Aristotle remarks, in Oedipus Rex discovery coincides with reversal; this
is one of the most effective dramatic devices). These two will evoke pity and fear, to be
treated in more detail later.

The third element which might occur as a structural ingredient of the plot is very briefly
treated by Aristotle; this is calamity (pathos), a destructive or painful occurrence, e.g. death
on the stage, acute suffering, wounding, etc. Pathos is defined as what happens to someone,
what befalls on somebody, what one suffers (cf. 2.4.3.)

2.3.4 Tragedy quantitatively divided

It is curious that at this point Aristotle disrupts his discussion of the plot of tragedy
(perhaps Theophrastus really had a hand in the arrangement of the argument here) and starts
to talk about the various parts of tragedy itself, which are (1) the prologue; (2) the episode
(something like ‘act’ today, or a longer dialogue); (3) the exode (sung by the chorus going
out), (4) the choral song, the latter divided into (4a) parode (sung by the chorus coming in)
and (4b) stasimon (sung by the chorus while standing up in the orchestra).

2.3.5. The plot according to structure continued; pity and fear

It is only here that Aristotle returns to the problem of pity (eleos) and fear (phobos) and
asks what arouses them. There are several alternatives, yet only the fourth one is plausible. It
is obvious that the spectators do not feel either pity or fear if a worthy man passes from good
fortune to bad fortune. And definitely not, either, when wicked people pass from bad to good
fortune. The case when a thoroughly bad man passes from good to bad fortune is interesting
but the effect it has is still not pity and fear.

Pity and fear are incurred only when a man is not pre-eminently virtuous and just, yet it is
not through badness or villainy of his own that he falls into the misfortune, but rather through
some flaw (hamartia) in him. Hamartia, also a hotly debated term, is definitely not sin or
guilt for Aristotle; it is rather an intellectual or a moral error or imperfection. Perhaps we
might interpret this as follows: the wrong decision is an inevitable outcome of the character
and the wrong decision results in disaster, yet the hero is still not totally responsible because it
is rather the plot which has ‘found’ and has ‘poked out’ a particular flaw in the character; the
plot, the action, the story is the ‘circumstance’ under which something which otherwise might
have remained hidden suddenly comes to the surface as a flaw in the character and destroys
him. Imperfection in character and plot ‘work’ together.

Then Aristotle talks, in detail, about character, about various methods of composition,
and about thought and diction (/exis); it is within the discussion of /exis that we find the first
definition of metaphor (Chapter 21, 1457b).

In later chapters (chapters 23-26) Aristotle will once more examine, in detail, the
differences between epic poetry and tragedy and will try to prove that tragic imitation is better
than the epic one. This section also contains a philosophical discussion of the probable, the
unbelievable (unlikely) and the inevitable.
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2.4. Aristotle’s The Poetics in Lessing’s interpretation

2.4.1. Hamburgische Dramaturgie

Gotthold Ephraim Lessing’s (1729-1781) Hamburgische Dramaturgie (1767-68), a
series of shorter and longer ‘periodical’ essays, is still one of the most original interpretations
of Aristotle’s The Poetics. The Hamburg Dramaturgy was started when Lessing was invited
by the merchants of Hamburg to act as a regular critic for their newly founded ‘national’
theatre. The theatre failed but Lessing — as he relates in the last instalment — went on writing
even later, devoting his energy to clarifying theoretical issues, mostly in connection with
Aristotle’s The Poetics. The most important ideas in the whole work are: (1) the German stage
should not follow the French model (mainly meaning Corneille then and not Racine, though
Lessing did not like the latter, either); (2) the best example to be followed is Shakespeare
(though he speaks surprisingly little directly about Shakespeare here and admits that
Shakespeare can (or should) rather be studied than imitated and one can hardly ‘borrow from
him’); (3) in a highly original way, he re-reads The Poetics and — going even into details of
translation and connecting Aristotle’s ideas on tragedy and comedy with the rest of his oeuvre
— claims that the followers of the French model refer to the authority of Aristotle in vain, since
“the Stagirite” was simply not saying what they want him to say. The tone is lively, sometimes
satirical, even frivolous; all in all, he wrote 104 essays and he mentions roughly 50
performances.

2.4.2. Lessing on the unity of place and time

Concerning the unity of place and time, Lessing has serious reservations. He says that
to squeeze the events into thirty-six hours (as the 17" century French playwright, Pierre
Corneille allows, cf. 9.2. and 9.3) ) is not a gain, since the performance is shorter anyway.
Even if this were what Aristotle recommended (though he did not), the limitation of thirty-six
hours would be complying only with the letter, and not with the spirit of the law. What is
squeezed into one day a person could do in one day but no normal person will do it: the
physical unity is not enough, one needs — and this is what Aristotle meant — the human, the
moral unity as well, the unity of time felt by everyone. Originally, the most important unity
was the unity of action (of the plot) anyway. The other two (of place and time) developed, in
the course of theories about tragedy, from this one and they have to do with the fact that the
performance in Greece was to take place in one day and at one place. But there was a Chorus,
connecting the events, if it was necessary. In the French theatre, the Chorus disappeared and
the requirement of the simple place was replaced by the indefinite place; the unity of time
became a unity of a time-span uninterrupted by sleep and it was considered to be ‘one day’
even if a legion of events happened within it. What’s use adhering to the unities when it
makes characters flat and one-sided?

2.4.3. Lessing on pity, fear and catharsis

One of the central topics for Lessing is the reinterpretation of the Aristotelian teaching
on pity and fear. The best way to excite these passions is if the actions the characters perform
are those of close relatives (members of the same family). With respect to the intention of the
actions, there are, according to Lessing, 4 possibilities (here he refers to Aristotle again but in
fact Aristotle only distinguishes between 3 types): 1. the action (e.g. killing someone) is
carried out intentionally, the killer knows the victim but finally he does not perform the act
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(this is not in Aristotle); 2. the circumstances are the same as in 1. but the action is carried out;
3. the action is performed unawares of the identity of the victim and that identity is revealed
only later (Aristotle’s example is Oedipus); 4. the action (which would not have been
intentional) is not performed, because the participants recognise each other in time. Lots of
critics, e.g. Tournemine or Dacier think, Lessing says, that the fourth type is the best for
tragedy, because, after talking about the fourth type of intentional structure, Aristotle refers to
a tragedy which he praises. But the problem is that Aristotle elsewhere maintains that tragedy
usually has a sad ending. How can the two statements be reconciled? Is there a contradiction
here in Aristotle? Lessing’s answer is that for Aristotle the most important thing was the plot,
which is synthesis pragmaton, the joining of events together. Now the events that might be
joined together in tragedy fall, according to Aristotle, into three distinct types (cf. 2.3.3):
peripeteia (reversal); anagnorisis (discovery) and pathos, the third comprising, in Lessing’s
interpretation, such events as death, wounds or torture, i.e. suffering. According to Lessing,
Aristotle thought that events falling into the class of pathos were absolutely necessary for the
tragic effect (that effect precisely being pity and fear); events belonging to the other two result
in a richer and a more complex plot (in a mythos paplegmenos and not in a mythos haplo, i.e.,
in a simple plot, cf. 2.3.3) but the three need not, in the first place, happen to the same person
in the tragedy and, secondly, each can serve without the other, with the restriction that pathos
must be included. So Aristotle — Lessing argues — is talking about different parts of tragedy
here and it is only with respect to pathos that he says that it is the most effective when close
family members are ready to bring it about (e.g. torture each other) but then they recognise
each other in time and suffering does not take place.

Pity and fear are not aroused by keeping certain turns in the plot in secret and then,
suddenly, coming forward with shocks. Euripides, for instance, does not hide anything; on the
contrary: a god, as early as in his prologues, will tell everything from the antecedents to the
outcome of the disaster. One could even say that knowing about the disaster is more effective
than a sudden revelation: fear and pity were not expected by Euripides (whom Aristotle calls
the most tragic tragedian) from the events that were to happen but from the way they were
bound to happen.

Pity and fear become even more important for Lessing when he compares
Shakespeare’s Richard III with Weil}’s play under the same title. About Shakespeare Lessing
remarks that he is quite unique, every line he wrote bears his unmistakable stamp so one
cannot ‘borrow’ from him, or ‘rob’ him: Shakespeare should rather be studied. For someone
with talent, Shakespeare is the same as the camera obscura is for the painter: one can see,
how nature, at various instances, is cast on one single surface. Shakespearean tragedy
compares to the French one as a huge fresco does to a miniature on a ring: if one wished to
‘borrow’ from Shakespeare, each idea would immediately become a scene, and then an act:
the sleeve of a giant’s coat is enough for the dwarf as a whole coat.

Fear is often mistranslated as ‘terror’ and it is not guaranteed by the misfortune
someone has fallen into but it springs form our similarity to the character who suffers, and we
turn fear back to ourselves; our fear has to do with feeling that the misfortunes might reach us,
too and that we may become the objects of pity as well. Fear is ‘reciprocal’ pity; fear is the
pity we feel towards ourselves (a truly psychological interpretation on Lessing’s part). But
why are these two feelings identified by Aristotle as the effects of tragedy? Why not pity and
wonder (awe), for example? And why is it fear (and not something else) that goes hand in
hand with pity? To answer that, one should consider the whole of Aristotle’s oeuvre, and here
especially the fifth and eighth chapters of Book II in the Rhetoric. The desperate man (who
has nothing to lose) and the conceited one (who is not afraid of anything) cannot feel fear, or
pity towards the other. We do not feel pity when we see undeserved suffering. We have to feel
that that suffering in front of us might reach us, too and thus the characters should not be
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better or worse than us. Fear is to be studied in pity and pity in fear: fear ripens pity and — this
is Lessing’s central idea — pity implies, or even includes fear. Corneille wrongly thought that
one or the other is enough to create the tragic effect, so his stage is full either of tear-jerking
heroes and heroines on the one hand (who turn us on to pity — but what is fearfu/ in Rodrigue
or Chimene in Corneille’s famous The Cid?) or horrible monsters (who make us fear but then
where is pity?). In Lessing’s view, Aristotle thought that if we feel pity, we must feel fear for
ourselves, yet this pity should be distinguished from the ‘flicker of pity’, the pity we feel
without fear; pity without fear (compassion towards our fellow-creatures in general) was
called by Aristotle — in the Rhetoric — philanthropy. If a villain falls from favourable
circumstances into unfavourable ones, we may pity him in the sense of philanthropy (‘human
feeling”) but not in the genuinely tragic sense; this is why Aristotle says that the fall of a
villain is not a suitable theme for tragedy. But if pity implies fear, then why did Aristotle talk
about fear at all? Here Aristotle looked at tragedy from the perspective of the audience, and
not from the point of view of its author. More precisely, he thought of the feelings tragedy is
supposed to purify in us (catharsis). From the point of view of the audience, fear for ourselves
is stronger than pity: when the performance is over, we stop pitying the character we
identified ourselves with, and what remains is the fear we feel towards ourselves. Since it is
not pity which is the element of the fear we feel towards ourselves but rather fear of ourselves
is an element of our pity, fear (as an element of pity) first purifies pity and then it purifies
itself. Thus, it is to be taken seriously that Aristotle singles out pity and fear which gets
purified in us through tragedy. Tragedy is imitation of action just like comedy or narration
(epic poetry) is, but it is only tragedy which is capable of purifying pity and fear, and this is
done not by narration, but precisely by arousing pity and fear in us: getting rid of pity and
fear is brought about precisely by feeling pity and fear. As chapter nine in the second book of
the Rhetoric says, pity and fear are peculiar to the dramatic form: narration cannot bring about
pity and fear. Why not? Because, according to Aristotle — Lessing claims — past troubles or
some turmoil long gone (which narratives relate to us) are not strong enough to arouse pity
and fear; we need the immediacy, the present of drama to feel these. This also means that
tragedy is not supposed to purify us from all the (bad) passions we might feel. Tragedy should
excite pity and fear in order to purge these and similar passion (fon toiuton pathematon), so
though the characters may feel curiosity, pride, love, anger and other passions in the play and
these may even cause their downfall, we are not purged from these: we are only purged from
pity and fear. The expression “similar passions” does not mean ‘any passion whatsoever’ but
rather that Aristotle took pity and fear in a broad sense: pity may also include philanthropy,
for example, and fear may mean all kinds of depression or sorrow.

For Lessing, then, it is in the very arousal of pity and fear that the power of
purification is anchored: pity and fear, once aroused, get purged in the very process of their
arousal; pity and fear turn up and purge us in themselves and by themselves. Lessing admits
that, accidentally, tragedy may purge us from passions other than pity and fear but this is not
the main aim of tragedy. And no genre can purge us from all feelings. So it is not so — as
Corneille thinks — that there are lots of (bad) passions in us and then comes pity and fear as
tools, and purge us from all the rest. Pity and fear are not instruments, and they are not the
emotions the characters feel in the play: pity and fear are felt by us, the audience. Pity and
fear are not the tools with which the characters bring about their misfortune, either; pity and
fear are passions we feel when we are moved by what the characters feel. What the characters
feel may include pity and fear and, in principle, they could bring about their (the characters’)
downfall, too but such a play is still to be written (Lessing says he cannot think of any
examples). So tragic pity can purge our pity; tragic fear our fear; tragic pity our fear; tragic
fear our pity. But this applies to those who feel very little pity, just as much as to those who
feel too much, as it also applies to those who are afraid of everything and to those who are
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hardly afraid of anything. The ultimate goal of catharsis is that fear and pity should be
replaced by certain virtues, by — in general terms — moral goodness. But ‘the general’
(katholu) is not the ‘personified ideal’ but it is closer to the ‘everyday, the average’; it is that
which applies to everyone. So tragedy is not concerned with the particular but with the
general in this sense.

2.5. Aristotle on Comedy

In the Poetics Aristotle talks about comedy very briefly, yet he classifies it from
various points of view. In the most general sense, comedy is one of the varieties of mimesis:
“epic and tragic poetry, comedy and dithyrambic, and most music for the flute and lyre [these
are the ‘genres’ he distinguishes in the Poetics] are all, generally considered, varieties of
mimesis” (1447a), mimesis, in turn, being the ‘imitation of action’, or in a more general
sense, "the representation of life’.

Aristotle distinguishes between the above ‘genres’ in three respects (following three
‘points of view’, or criteria): (1) the use of different means of representation (e.g. language,
tunes, rhythm, metre); in this respect, there is no difference between tragedy and comedy; (2)
according to the objects they represent: all these genres represent people doing [experiencing]
things, yet some genres represent better people than one finds in the world, some genres
worse (inferior) people, and some genres set out to represent just the same people one finds in
the world. “This is also the differentia” — Aristotle says — “that marks off tragedy from
comedy, since the latter aims to represent people as worse, the former as better, than the men
of the present day” (1448a). (3) The third way to differentiate between genres is according to
the manner (mode) of representation, e.g. one genre will rely on narration and sometimes on
the narrator becoming someone else (as in, e.g., in Homer), some will speak in one’s own
person without a change, or one may also represent with all the people engaged in carrying
out the whole action themselves (as in drama). In this respect there is, again, no difference
between tragedy and comedy. So the means of mimesis (imitation, representation) is important
to differentiate drama from, e.g. lute-playing (e. g. drama does use language, while lute-
playing does not); the object represented by the various artistic forms is significant in order to
separate e.g. tragedy from comedy, while the manner of representation is necessary to draw a
distinction between, say, epic poetry and drama.

When talking about the origins of the words ‘drama’, ‘comedy’, and ‘tragedy’ (which
might also contribute to the their understanding), Aristotle seems to rely on hear-say:

Some people say that this word dran, ‘to do’ is why plays are called dramas, because such
poets represent people as doing things; and this is the ground on which the Dorians claim
the invention of both tragedy and comedy. Comedy is claimed by the Megaraians, both by
those of mainland Greece, who say it arose when their democracy was established, and by
those of [Megara Hyblea] Sicily, the home of Epicharmus [Epicahrmus of Cos, Sicilian
writer of burlesques and “mimes”, depicting scenes of daily life in the 6™ and 5™ centuries
B. C.], who lived well before Chionides and Magnes [Attic writers of comedy of the early
5™ century B. C.]. Tragedy is claimed by some of the Peloponnesians. In each case they
found their claim on etymology: they say that while they call outlying villages komai, the
Athenians call them demoi, and they take ‘comedy’ to be derived not from komazein, ‘to
revel, to take part in a cheerful parade’, but form the fact that the comic actors wandered
among villages because driven in contempt from the city; and they say that they use the
word dran of doing, while the Athenians say prattein” (1448ab).

Later, however, Aristotle also seems to claim that whether one writes comedy or tragedy
depends on the poet’s character:

29



Poetry, arising from their improvisations, split up according to the authors’ divergent
characters: the more dignified represented noble actions and those of noble men, the less
serious those of low-class [inferior] people, the one group produced at first invectives
[satire], the others songs praising gods and men. (1448b)

Yet even another feature is brought in to distinguish comedy from tragedy, partly following
here historical considerations: the metre of the poem. It seems that the iambic metre was
originally preserved for comic verse, since, as Aristotle claims, the word iamb(ics) comes
from the word iambizein (‘to lampoon’), so the iamb was the metre of the authors’ lampoons
[satires ridiculing a person or a literary work], while the hexameter was used for heroic verse.
Aristotle also claims that it was Homer who marked out the main lines of comedy in his satire
(lampoon) called Margites (as Homer adumbrated, according to Aristotle, the form of tragedy
in his Zlliad and Odyssey, t00).”

When taking of the origins of poetry and tragedy (how they actually developed, what
their ‘causes’ might be), Aristotle devotes a section to the origins of comedy, too:

Comedy is, as I said, a mimesis of people worse than are found in the world — ‘worse’ in the
particular sense of ‘uglier’, as the ridiculous is a species of ugliness; for what we find funny
is a blunder (mistake) that does no serious damage or an ugliness that does not imply pain,
the funny face (mask), for instance, being one that is ugly and distorted, but not with pain.
While the changes and the authors of the changes in tragedy are known, the development of
comedy is obscure because it was not at first taken seriously; the chorus, for instance, were
for a long time volunteers, and not provided officially by the archon. The form was already
partly fixed before the first recorded comic poets, and so we do not know who introduced
masks, prologues, numerous actors, and so on; the making of plots, however, certainly
came from Sicily, Crates being the first Athenian to drop the lampoon form and construct
generalized stories or plots. (1449D).

Thus, it seems that comedy became a ‘canonical’ genre much later than tragedy and it
had to do more with improvisation than tragedy. One reason for accepting the comic mode
(and, later, comedy as a genre) only reluctantly might have been that comedy seems to subvert
the established order more directly and shamelessly than tragedy, thus it might not always be
welcome by the authorities. At the same time (and this has always been the ‘luck’ of comedy)
it need not be taken seriously (one may always say that it is only ‘a joke’), and thus — though
comedy may get officially subsidised later than tragedy — it is able to gain ground precisely
through its being ‘lighter’ than tragedy. Yet it is also noteworthy that Aristotle in the above
passage seems to ‘define’ comedy by way of using a feature which plays a very important
(and hotly debated) role in his theory of tragedy: the flaw in the character. In comedy the flaw
(the ‘mistake’, the short-sightedness, or blunder, or wrong judgement) which, in tragedy,
should be the main reason for the downfall and the pain and suffering of the hero (who is a
not an outstandingly virtuous man from the moral point of view, yet he is not a wicked, or
villainous person, either) becomes a mistake (an ‘ugliness’) which, precisely, does not involve
pain or suffering, so it is without any serious (irrevocable?) consequences. Comedy seems to
be the ‘low-reading’, the ‘bottom-translation’ of tragedy: it may represent, among other
features, the same mistakes the hero would (could) make in a tragedy, yet without causing a
catastrophe.

The above passage is the longest text entirely devoted to comedy in the Poetics; it is
noteworthy that and though a few lines later (still in 1449b) Aristotle says:

>2 Margites, a burlesque poem is no longer attributed to Homer.
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I shall deal later with the art of mimesis in hexameters and with comedy; here I want to talk
about tragedy, picking up the definition of its essential nature that results from what I have
said,

he never fulfils the promise he made with respect to comedy. As we saw in 2.3., practically
the whole of the Poetics is devoted to the question of tragedy (and, to some extent, to epic
poetry), and further in Aristotle’s text one can only find some scattered remarks concerned
with comedy, one very important made when Aristotle claims that poetry is closer to
philosophy than to history:

That poetry does aim at generality has long been obvious in the case of comedy, where
poets make up the plot from a series of probable happenings and then give the persons any
names they like, instead of writing about particular people as the lampooners did. In
tragedy, however, they stick to the actual names; this is because it is what is possible that
arouses conviction; and while we do not without more ado believe that what never
happened is possible, what did happen is clearly possible, since it would not have happened
if it were not (1451b).

Thus, it seems that the breaking away from the mythological tradition first happened in
comedy. Yet Aristotle also admits that in some tragedies, too, names and events are made up
(for example in Agathon’s Antheus™), tragedies of this kind giving just as much pleasure as
tragedies adhering to “historical names” (cf. 1451b). “So”, Aristotle says,

one need not try to stick at any cost to the traditional stories, which are the subject of
tragedies; indeed the attempt would be absurd, since even what is well known is well
known only to a few, but gives general pleasure for all that (1451b).

Later, however, however, Aristotle admits that

at first the poets recounted any story that came to hand, but nowadays the best tragedies are
about a few families only, for example Alcmaeon54, Oedipusss, Oreste556, Meleager57,
Thyestessg, Telephussg, and others whose lot is to suffer or to commit fearful acts (1453a).

>3 This is a play that we no longer have, yet Agathon is well-known from Plato’s famous dialogue, Symposium,

here the host is no one else but Agathon and Aristophanes, the famous comedy-writer is also present, making a

very interesting speech, too. The dialogue focuses on the nature of love (Eros), yet at its very end (223d) it is

reported that Socrates was “compelling the other two [Agathon and Aristophanes, still awake] to acknowledge

that the genius of comedy was the same with that of tragedy, and that the true artist in tragedy was an artist in

comedy also” (trans. by Benjamin Jowett, The Dialogues of Plato, Chicago, London, Toronto: William

Benton, Encyclopaedia Britannica, Inc., 1952, p. 173) . This is the first instance that someone argues for the

sameness of tragedy and comedy in their “essential nature”, which will have a long tradition: comedy, the

“inferior” genre, will be considered to be the (simple?) inverse of tragedy (cf., for instance Schelling).

or Alcmaon, son of Thestor, slain by Sarpedon for having wounded Glaucus, a beloved companion of

Sarpedon. (/lliad)

*Cf. 1.2..

> Son of Agamemnon and Clytemnestra, brother of Electra, Iphigenia and Chrysothemis. With the aid of
Electra, he murdered his mother and her mother’s lover, Aegisthus, to avenge the murder of Agamemnon by
Clytemnestra and Aegisthus, see especially Aeschylus’ Agamemnon and Sophocles’ Electra.

°7 An Argonaut, son of Oeneus and Althea, the main hero of the famous Caledonian Boar Hunt, in which it was
Meleager who killed, with his own hands the boar which was sent by Artemis to ravage Caledonia because

54
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In this section (still in 1453a) there is another remark on comedy (in comparison with tragedy,
as usual) when Aristotle is discussing the criteria of the “good plot” and claims that there are
tragedies which have a “double arrangement” (a double issue), like the Odyssey (sic!), where
the piece does not end entirely in misfortune but ends with opposite fortunes for the good and
bad people (i.e. it is only the bad ones who fall into misfortune at the end of the play).
However, Aristotle says, this “double dealing” (punishing bad people and rewarding good
ones) gained ground only because of the weakness (the sentimentality) of the audience, whom
poets wanted to please. “But this is not the pleasure proper to tragedy” — Aristotle says —,

but rather belongs to comedy; for in comedy those who are most bitter enemies throughout
the plot, as it might be Orestes and Aegisthus, are reconciled at the end and go off and
nobody gets killed by anybody (1453a).

We have good reasons to suppose that the Poetics had a second book which, indeed, dealt
with comedy but got lost®.

So much we might learn from the Poetics — the first systematic treatise on literary
theory — concerning comedy; now I turn to an important issue which is most readily
associated with, though not exclusively to be found in, comedy: laughter.

2.6. Henri Bergson on comedy and laughter

Bergson (1859-1941) was borne in Paris, but he was of English and Polish Jewish
decent and was educated in Paris. He took a degree in philosophy and taught in various
grammar schools for a while, then, from 1900, he lectured in the Collége de France. The
publication of his book on laughter coincides not only with his lecturing appointment but also
with the appearance of the Interpretation of Dreams (1900) by Freud. In 1914, his works were
put on the index Librorum Prohibitorum (index of prohibited books) by the Pope, and in the
same year he became a member of the French Academy. In 1928, he received the Nobel-Prize.
Bergson was a magnetic teacher, who drew a wide circle of especially ladies, who tried to
follow him, if not with their mind, then at least with their heart. At any rate, his lectures were
social events. He is primarily associated with having contributed to two major philosophical
questions: one is the problem of fime, the other is the theory of comedy. Here we shall be
concerned with the latter question.

Oeneus neglected the worship of Artemis. That Meleager gave the boar’s head to his love, Atalanta, caused a
family-quarrel, and consequently Meleager killed Althea’s brothers, Plexippus and Toxeus.

¥ Member of a doomed and tragic family. Thyestes is Tantalus’ grandson, Atreus’ brother. He debauched
Aerope, Atreus’ wife and Atreus invited him to a banquet where Thyestes was served the flesh of his own
sons. Then Thyestes — unwittingly — committed incest with his own daughter, Pelopea, who bore him
Aegisthus (see above). After Atreus’ death, Thyestes became the king of Mycenae, but he was soon dethroned
by Menelaus and Agamemnon, Atreus’ two sons (for Agamemnon, see above and cf. especially Seneca’s
Thyestes!)

% Son of Heracles and Auge, exposed on Mount Parthenius, where he was nurtured by a goat (or doe) and by
shepherds. He married one of Priam(us)’s daughters (Priam was the last King of Troy), yet he fought on the
side of the Greeks in the Trojan War because he was grateful for their healing a severe wound of his. An oracle
had declared that without the aid of a son of Hercales, Troy cannot be taken by the Greeks.

59 See Umberto Eco’s best-selling novel, The Name of the Rose, based on the fantasy that the last copy of the part
on comedy was still available in the Middle Ages, roughly at the time of William of Occam, yet an evil
librarian poisons everyone who reads it, and finally it gets destroyed in a great fire.
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Bergson’s work on laughter grew out of his lectures; he is not always systematic (he
does not always account for contradictions), and he is sometimes repetitive. This is an
interpretative account of his work in the sense that it does not only list his basic ideas but tries
to think along the lines he has sketched, providing some explanations he did not give and
some examples he did not use.

Bergson does not want to confine his investigations on laughter to the (dramatic) genre
called “comedy”: he is interested in all forms of the comic that incline one to laughter, since
for him laughter is primarily something very human. We may laugh at an animal or at a hat,
yet then we discover some human features in it. Another feature accompanying laughter is
indifference. 1f we watch the world from the standpoint of the detached observer, life
inevitably turns into comedy. (Go into a ballroom and close your ears: the dancers will be
ridiculous). The comic, therefore is primarily rational (as opposed to the tragic, which is first
and foremost passionate, emotional). Yet one’s reason should, at the same time, remain in
contact with the reasons working in the others (i.e. with other minds), too: laughing is a
communal activity, laughter wants to continue in its own echo. Laughter has a social meaning,
it is itself an expression of our being social and of our belonging to a social circle, to the
extent that we are, at least for the moments of laughter, “in league” with those laughing with
us.

We fall in the street; if this is ridiculous, the effect has to do with our fall being not an
action but an event, and it still happened not to an object but to a human being: it was
unintentional. The muscles were too stiff to say “stop”, the impetus was too great, the reaction
to e.g. a stone under our feet was too slow: our body behaved not like an organism directed by
a centre (will-power) but like a mechanism, like a machine. This is Bergson’s basic idea,
which will keep recurring: the comic consists in the lack of flexibility with respect to the
eventual circumstances, the comic effect is generated by life turning into something stiff,
dead, lifeless, mechanical; the comic is the triumph of dead matter over a living organism
(while of course, the body is still alive), and laughter is the punishment of this stiffness. This is
why absent-mindedness is comic: it is unable to react adequately to the circumstances (Don
Quixote). And the more natural the cause for the comic effect is, the greater the comic effect
will be. Here by “natural” Bergson means that it has taken almost full possession of the
person: instead of will-power applied in accordance with the circumstances, we find an
obsession or even some bad inclinations.

Yet here Bergson gets into trouble: obsessions, moral weakness or even some natural
deformity (being a hunchback, for example) are not comic, or at least not “nicely” comic; we
despise people laughing at madmen, moral weaklings or hunchbacks (or should we say that
here we should be talking about scornful laughter or malicious joy; or about our gloating over
one’s depravity?). Bergson has to admit that “sometimes” these are tragic but then these
features are not comic in themselves but they are comic — and Bergson is inclined to admit
that, too — because they do not effect the body or the character in a way that it would cause
pain to him or her (cf. also Aristotle); we feel that these features are not irreversible, they do
not determine the person. In other words: according to Bergson, deformity (corporal or moral)
1S comic fo the extent it can or might be imitated by a totally healthy, ordinary person. And a
back which is bent is comic, according to Bergson, because it is stiff, it cannot simply be
turned into an upright position. The comic, therefore is not ugliness but stiffness, and a puppet
is comic because it displays this stiffness.

It is true that in comedy, man often turns into a puppet and it will display machine-like
features and it is also seems to be true that the more systematic an error becomes (the more it
can be explained by a single cause), the more effective it will become. It seems that Aristotle
is also right: we laugh at the same features we feel passion for in tragedy yet these features
appear as effecting only the surface of the character; in comedy we should also feel that
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though today everything has fallen out of our hands and we have fallen off every chair,
tomorrow we might have a better day, and that we did not cause irredeemable harm to anyone
(including ourselves). The very attitude which allows that we may count on a better tomorrow
presupposes something Bergson also admits: in comedy we look at things (including
ourselves) from a distances, we are able to see ourselves (while laughing at our inflexibility,
stiftness, machine-like qualities) under circumstances where we are able to react in a flexible
way. The tragic hero is also inflexible in a certain way (obsessed with learning the truth, like
Oedipus, perhaps even determined by the gods to do so, or a puppet in the hands of the gods),
yet the difference between tragedy and comedy here seems to be that though the tragic hero
could be “flexible” and could do something else (he cannot be fu/ly determined, he should be
allowed some freedom), the other solution the tragic hero could choose would be immoral or
at least banal and uninteresting (perhaps even comic). (Oedipus could, even in the last
moment, argue that the witnesses are senile, or biased, or evil but he “gives in”, and takes the
burden of the crime on himself; Hamlet could eat and drink [as Claudius does] and forget
about his mother and father but then who would care about him?). Bergson is also right when
he emphasises that it is the lifeless features which are comic yet the most lifeless event we
know of, i.e. death is not comic; it is only comic when it is the pretence of death, and thus it
is in our power, or we, in our detachment from the mechanical, lifeless mechanisms, very well
know how to end this death. If comedy is a machine, we should be the masters over it; if we
feel we no longer hold all the strings, if our control over the events is no longer tight, we are
inclined to say that the events are more and more drifting towards the absurd (which is, in my
definition, continuously risking the comic by offering precisely the above control to some
unknown irrational force). Comedy — I dare say — is a form of gaining triumph over death by
treating precisely death as a lifeless mechanism through the comic machinery (treating
something lifeless when it is lifelessness itself is already comic). In comedy it is important to
know (trust) that life can go back to normal, or at lest to know Aow it can/could go back to
normal, to the ordinary (this is why it creates a community so easily). Tragedy is also some
triumph over death in catharsis, yet it — ususally — requires death itself, or at least some kind
of a sacrifice.

According to one of Bergson’s excellent insights, in tragedy we make our errors even
more complex, whereas in comedy our errors simplify us. This is why comedy is able to
create types (this is why the title of a comedy is more likely to be a common name
designating a type of person, e.g. The Miser, The Misanthrope, etc., while tragedy will often
use a proper name as its title: Oedipus (Rex), Hamlet etc.). In tragedy, the features make up a
complex person and it is the interplay of the features in the character which is in the centre of
attention, while in comedy it is precisely the character who is “swallowed” up in a main (and
usually deliberately exaggerated) feature; the character (as a “whole”) is either unimportant,
or that one feature is the character (cf. satirical comedy).

To this we might add: comedy, just like tragedy, is anchored in our being deprived of
something; we are deprived of some strength, skill, ability or will-power we would need to
answer the demands of our circumstances. But, first and foremost, in tragedy this depravity is
measured by “the gods”, by the universe, by a force with respect to which we are too small or
insignificant (one of our depravities being precisely that we are not gods), against which we
have almost no chances, whereas in comedy the frame of reference is rather the everyday, the
“normal”, or even a well-defined social norm or value-system (cf. Restoration comedy). In
comedy, we get away with being laughed at; in tragedy this is impossible; tragedy demands
something which is in our flesh, nerves, blood — something integrally us.

From the general thesis (the comic is something mechanical, machine-like) Bergson
derives further theses; these are further instances of the comic:.
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— comedies follow a certain rule, or pattern yet they constantly call the viewers’
attention to this very fact, thereby overtly, or even demonstratively displaying their
artificiality (their mechanical, machine-like nature as opposed to the whimsical
patterns of Nature). They move the characters and create the events indifferently,
and this creates the impression that there is, indeed, a comic machinery.

— All events are comic when we think that there is talk about the sprit, the soul and
suddenly our attention is called to the body (think of the orator who, at the height
of his eloquent speech, suddenly sneezes; and think of the fact that there is little
corporal in tragedies; eating and drinking are fit for comedy). The body gains
superiority over the soul, the form defeats the content.

— It is always comic when a human being gives the impression of an object, in the
sense that then we can disregard his or her pain; we know that when the clown
falls, he is like a sack of flour and not a human body which might get hurt

— Every event is comic when it gives the impression of life and, at the same time, it
displays a mechanical arrangement. The events in comedy and, thus, the actions of
some characters follow certain patterns.

As regards the comic in the events, actions and situations, Bergson finds the following

types:

— The Jack-in-the-box-type of action : it keeps returning, though it is repressed for a
while, yet the more it is repressed, the more vigorously it will return. This is traditionally
called repetition. The more complex the repeated event is and the more naturally it occurs (the
more it follows from the previous arrangements) the more comic it will be.

— The Puppet-type of action: this follows from the fact that the comic is comic until it
does not know about itself; when it is, in a sense, unconscious (e.g. the comedian should
remain serious, he must not laugh with the audience). In many cases, the character thinks he
is acting freely in a situation, yet he is a mere pawn or dummy in someone’s hands (the
audience’s, or another character’s in the play)

— The Avalanche-type of action: one bursts into a room, pushes someone aside, yet that
person falls out of the window and falls on a carriage driven by horses, the horses are
frightened, run into a shop where everything is shattered into pieces, etc. Something
insignificant or accidental causes more and more trouble; this is a kind of exaggeration. This
effect is even strengthened when the cause and the effect change places, i.e. when we move in
a circle, so the character causing the various events returns to the first, triggering event, and so
on. This is why chasing someone (and never catching him or her or it) is comic. This gives
one the impression that life is absent-minded as well.

This gives us the opportunity to list not only various types of comic actions but events
as well (though, precisely because of comedy’s machine-like qualities, the two can hardly be
separated).

— recurring events, repetition: an event is repeated on another level; say servants re-
enact on their “level” what was previously going on between their masters. We
should see the same structure of the events returning and it creates a comic effect
with respect to the variety we are accustomed to in life. (If I meet a friend in the
street, this is not comic but if I meet him accidentally on the same day three times,
we start to laugh). This structure brings a mathematical order into the course of the
events while maintaining the impression (or illusion) of life.

— Reversal: the same, or almost the same events take place but the characters change
places in terms of their (social or moral) positions. A child starts to lecture on
educational principles to her teacher, the accused criminal teaches the judge a
lesson on ethics, etc. This is the “world turned upside down”: the villain falls into

35



his own trap, the thief realises that something has been stolen from him, the
hangman is hanged.

— Some series of events in overlap: a situation or event is always comic when it
belongs to two independent series of events at the same time and thus it can be
interpreted in two different ways. A typical example is mistaken identity; we have
two systematic meanings, one given by the characters in the play, the other given
by the audience. Ambiguity, or double-entendre, is not comic in itself; it becomes
comic when the (partial) overlap of two separate and even distant series is made
obvious. Here the author of the play can be most effective if he constantly moves
on the edges of clarification or revelation, when he threatens the audience with the
collapse of the overlap. (E.g. one talks about his wife, the other thinks he is talking
about his cow; the frames of reference start to interact; certain terms which fit a
cow must be applicable to a woman too, in order to trigger the misunderstanding,
yet the more the semantic system around the cow starts to dominate (e.g. that it is
milked every day, or that it lives in a shed), the more the overlap is threatened by a
collapse (the clarification of the subject-matter), and the more comic the overlap
will be. Or: one thinks he is in an inn, while he is in fact in his fiancé’s house and
he is talking not to the inn-keeper but to his future father-in-law®").

When Bergson talks about the language used in comedy, he does not deal with comedy
expressed through the medium of language but with comedy created by language. Here one
must distinguish between something or somebody being comic and someone being witty.
Something or somebody is comic when we laugh at the person who is saying something, and
someone is witty when we laugh at a third person or at ourselves. Wit is the dramatised mode
of a certain way of thinking. So one conclusion might already be drawn: a thing can be comic
but not witty. The witty person does not mould his thoughts into symbols but he can see and
hear them immediately in a dialogue, as if his very thoughts were characters themselves. He
puts his ideas on stage even when he is not a playwright. Thus wit, in a general sense, is
seeing the world sub specie theatri (from the view-point of the theatre). Yet in a narrower
sense, wit is a talent which sketches comedy-scenes with such ease, rapidity and elegance that
they are over before we could say “stop”. Wit is fleeting, evanescent comedy, when one
contradicts ordinary opinion, turns a well-known phrase or saying upside down (into its
opposite, into its inverse), makes fun of common-sense wisdom, or turns somebody’s words
right against him. This gives us opportunity to distinguish between witty and genuinely comic
language.

Comic language, according to Bergson, follows the logic of comic situations.

— a saying will be comic if we insert an absurd idea into a well-known formula

(“This sword is the most beautiful day of my life”; “Only God has the right to kill
His brother”)

— asaying will be comic if we pretend that we use a phrase in its original meaning,
whereas in fact we use it in an abstract sense; or the other way round: our attention
is directed at the materiality of a metaphor (the metaphor is taken in the original
senses of the word) (“Arts are man and wife” instead of: “Arts are sisters”; “He is
running after his wit — He will never catch up” “You know, the stock exchange is a
dangerous game. One day one wins, on the other one looses. — Then I will play
only every other day.”)

And as with situations, we might use the technique of reversal (“Why do you throw

the ashes of your pipe on my balcony? — Why did you put your balcony under my pipe?”)

%! These examples are mine.
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overlap (similarly sounding words are exchanged; we create puns: they show the momentary
absent-mindedness of language) and transfer (when we express an idea not in its natural,
ordinary tone or register but in one which is higher or lower than it would fit our subject-
matter, [downgrading or exaggeration]; e.g. we talk about something — slightly — immoral as
something respectable: “Considering your high rank, you steal too much.”).

Irony: when we are saying what ought there to be and we pretend that it exists.

Humour: when we give a detailed description of something which really exists as if we
believed that it has all those characteristics. Thus humour is the inverse of irony and both fall
under the category called satire, yet irony is usually rhetorical, humour tends to put the
disguise of science on. A humorist is a moralist disguised as a scientist.

The comedy of words strictly follows the comedy of situations, and finally becomes
the comedy of character.

The scene is set for the comedy of character when one stiffens with respect to social
life. All initiation rites were invented to dissolve this stiffness and to make the person
accommodate to social life and to the world in general. When one is reluctant to be flexible,
the first and perhaps least painful punishment is laughter, yet laughter always contains an
element of humiliation. This explains the double nature of comedy: it is neither purely artistic,
nor is it totally a part of life itself. No one would make us laugh in real life unless we could
see him from a distance, as if we were watching him in a theatre, while even in the theatre we
cannot laugh quite whole-heartedly, because we remember the humiliation.

So basically three conditions have to be satisfied if a character is to appear as comic:

1. (s)he should appear as being, in one or more respects, incompatible, or even in conflict,
with society

2. the audience should be indifferent to his/her emotions, they should not pity him/her, they
should be detached from his/her passions

3. the comic person should lay him- or herself open automatically, i.e. in an unintended
gesture, in an unconscious word, so without being aware of it. (S)he should be —
systematically — absent-minded: his/her mind should be absent wen (s)he acts. Thus all of
us are comic with respect to what is already ready (with respect to what we consider to be
ready) in our personality, i.e. what is able to function automatically in us because we
constantly repeat ourselves in these ready gestures, and, in turn, we also repeat others, and
others repeat us. Thus, we all start to belong to certain types; hence the “general”, often

9 ¢

simplifying, phrases in terms of which we describe people: he is “always late”, “lazy”, “a
busy-body”, “a spoil sport”, a “pedant”, a “miser”, a “spend-thrift” etc. Of course it is not
true that one is e.g. literally always late, yet we wish to typify, which has to do with our
putting people into boxes, arranging persons as if they were objects, in order to be able to
deal with them in a more “efficient” way. Comedy has a lot to do with the general
tendency in our (white, European) thinking to reduce people to objects and thus to make
them inanimate, even to “kill” them to some extent; to have others in our power, to punish
our reduction (our being mortal) by applying another reduction.

In order to prove that comedy is the only genre which is aimed at the general, Bergson
first defines the aim of art, which is to reveal Nature for us and to do away with the symbols
which are useful only from a practical point of view, and with the generalities which are
sanctified by society. This is done in order to make us face reality, yet with a certain amount
of idealism. According to Bergson, it is only through the power of idealism that we are able to
re-establish our relationship with reality.

There are certain emotional states — our most fundamental and elemental ones — which
typically grow out from our social relations, from our encountering people. Our eruptive inner
tensions, stifled by the laws, rules and norms of society: these are, according to Bergson, the
pre-requisites of drama. Drama upsets our comfortable relations with society, yet it helps us
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find our place there again. It is directed at the personal, the individual: we acknowledge an
emotion to be generally true fro the human being (this is a general judgement), yet the
emotion itself does not become general: it is particular and unique with respect to ourselves,
1.e. in us.

Comedy is concerned with types; we could say that it aims even more at the general
than art aiming at the general in the above sense. A tragic hero is unique; he is only “general”
in the sense of art being general; if one wishes to imitate him directly, we find ourselves in the
realm of comedy [cf. e.g. the Dr. Faustus—Wagner relationship in Marlowe’s Doctor Faustus).
In comedy, the moment the central hero is born, the playwright will try to move minor
characters around him who share many of his typical character-traits; one could say that often
one of the main character’s features will be further expressed, amplified and exaggerated in
each of the minor characters. Therefore, the tragic poet looks into him- or herself, the comic
poet looks around him- or herself, observes other people in the world, in society, since
comedy is mostly concerned with the surface, with features we all share, with our similarities.
It is the average of humankind which gets expressed in comedy. Comedy works with the
inductive method, tragedy with the deductive.

Bergson claims that the most fundamental characteristic from among the typical
features which may give rise to comic effects is vanity; all other typical features are varieties
of it. This applies to the characters, yet they also fit into certain frames which are partly
constructed by society, and comedy only brings them to the extreme. One frame like that is
vocation, hence the popularity of the vocational comedy, when a typical, and in the age well-
known job or trade (inn-keeper, miller, shoemaker, blacksmith, medical doctor, philosopher
etc.) provides the frame for comedy. This frame also gives rise to vocational obsession, which
goes along with a certain register (language) the characters use.

Bergson also tries to reckon with other theories of comedy; one is Théophile
Gauthier’s , who claims that the comic effect always has an element of the impossible, or the
absurd in it. Comedy follows the logic of absurdity. Yet Bergson claims that the absurd is not
a cause but already an effect and that there is a kind of absurdity which is rather tragic than
comic. So it is only a very special branch of absurdity which creates a typically comic effect
and this is the absurdity we find in dreams. Comic obsession is also a variety of obsession we
find in dreams. Yet the absurdity we encounter both in dreams and in comedy is more serious
than the effects we have so far enlisted. Dreams might be frightening and then we laugh not
because we are detached but because we are involved; here laugher is not punishing another
person (the clown, the comic character) for not being able to be flexible with respect to certain
circumstances. Sometimes we laugh to ease the inner tension, to remain convinced that the
danger is not imminent and we are in control of it. We wish to mute the unknown, the
irrational (perhaps the evil) which we encounter in the absurd. The last sentence of Bergson’s
work on laughter talks about the bitterness which — sometimes — accompanies our laughter.

2.7. Paul Ricoeur on Aristotel’s The Poetics

2.7.1. The inter-relatedness of metaphor and narrative (plot)

Paul Ricoeur (1913-), the French-American phenomenologist, concentrates on the
conception of the plot in The Poetics, and gives an interesting extension of the idea of
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Aristotelian mimesis.®> Ricouer’s theory of narrative (not a theory of drama!) organically
grows out of his theory of metaphor, since, according to Ricoeur, both metaphor and narrative
invent a work of synthesis: metaphor is a process which takes place on the level of the entire
sentence®, saves a new semantic pertinence which is born with respect, and in opposition, to
the incongruity which is perceivable on the level of the literal interpretation of the sentence.
We find the synthesis of heterogeneous events (goals, causes, chance) in narratives, too; the yet
unsaid, the unwritten springs up in language. Multiple and scattered happenings are integrated
into one whole in the plot and the plot changes the relative distance of these happenings in logical
space as a result of the productive imagination. The unintended consequence issuing form human
action, together with the miscellany of circumstances, ends and means, initiatives and interactions
are brought together in a unity. Plot (narrative) and metaphor re-describe a reality inaccessible to
direct description and the ‘seeing-as’ (the power of metaphor and the plot) becomes a revealer of
‘being-as’ (both for character in the plot and for the reader/spectator) on the deepest ontological
level (as the plot becomes a new configuration of the (known) events, of the pre-understood order
of action). The plot is the privileged means whereby we re-configure our confused, unformed and
even mute temporal experience. Time, thus, becomes human time to the extent it is organised
(shaped, moulded) after the manner of a narrative and, in turn, narrative is meaningful to the
extent that it portrays the features of temporal experience.

2. 7. 2. The inter-relatedness of muthos (plot) and mimesis (imitation)

In Ricouer interpretation, Aristotle in 7he Poetics discerns in the composing of a tragic plot
the triumph of concordance over discordance, yet he is silent about the direct relationship between
poetic composition and temporal experience (he does not thematise it).

Ricoeur is one of the chief exponents of the view that, according to Aristotle, the imitating of
action (mimesis) is the organising of the events (the plot). Both mimesis (imitation) and muthos
(plot) are activities: one is the imitation of action, the other is the organisation of the events; thus
the six “parts” of tragedy should be understood not as parts of the dramatic piece but as parts of
the very act and art of composition.

Further, Ricoeur wishes to minimise the difference Aristotle draws between the plot of an
epic poem (Homer’s genre) and that of a drama (tragedy). Ricoeur insists that the advantage
tragedy has over epics are music and spectacle but these two are “not finally essential to it”**
(Ricoeur, p. 36). Ricouer further claims that the tragic muthos is a poetic solution to the
speculative paradox of time. Aristotle’s theory, however, does not only accentuate the
concordance of the events into a whole but also the “play of discordance internal to
concordance”™.

Concordance in the muthos (plot) is characterised by (1) completeness (kolos), (2) wholeness
and (3) an appropriate magnitude. Something, for Aristotle, is whole if it has a beginning, a
middle and an end. But — Ricoeur argues — it is only by virtue of poetic composition that
something counts as beginning, middle and end; beginning, middle and end are not taken from
experience, they are usually not features of some real action but the effects of the ordering of the
tragedy. The emphasis is put on the absence of chance and on the conformity to the requirements
of necessity or probability governing succession. Ricoeur thus claims that Aristotle’s
philosophical theory of probability and necessity, and his claim about muthos being a whole with a

62 Cf. Paul Ricoeur, “Emplotment: A Reading of Aristotle’s Poetics” IN: Ricoeur, Time and Narrative, Volume
I, Chapter 2, Trans. by Kathleen McLaughlin and David Pellauer, Chicago: The Univ. of Chicago Press, 1984
% This is not Aristotle’s idea; he treats metaphor still on the level of words (lexis) and not on the level of

sentences.
% Ricoeur, op. cit., p. 36.
% Ricoeur, op. cit., p. 38.
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beginning, middle and an end, imposed on the events by the poet, are two sides of the same coin:
one cannot be without the other: necessity and probability will be guaranteed only if the rule of
wholeness is observed, and vice versa.

Thus, the internal connection of the events in the plot is not chronological but logical. This
means that the ‘time’ which is in the plot (the hours necessary for Oedipus to learn the truth in the
drama and not the actual hours the spectators spend in the theatre). Drama loses ‘direct contact’
with the #ype of time in which events in ordinary life unfold; part of the poet’s duty is to compress,
into a logical order, the most important turns in Oedipus’s life: there are references to his
childhood (babyhood), his years in Corinth, his seeking the truth in Pytho for the first time, his
‘adventure’ at the cross-roads (when he kills ‘an old man’), his solving the enigma (the riddle) of
the Sphinx, his taking the throne, his marriage to Jocasta, and, of course, there are references to
the ‘present’ as well, to the plague in Thebes, etc. But this is the chronology of Oedipus’s /ife,
which has only indirectly to do with the actual way in which the plot unfolds; only the most
important events within babyhood will be mentioned (the tying up of his ankles, his passing over
by the Theban shepherd to the Corinthian one, the drunken guest in the Corinthian king’s court
telling about his origins etc. but no mention will be made, for example, of what he had for
breakfast when the shepherd found him, what dishes were served when the guest got drunk, and
how much he drank etc.), so the plot will mean (1) selection (2) a reordering of the events®®
according to a logical order which is, precisely, the poet’s invention: this is the poet’s creative
talent, which will take the anagnorisis and the peripeteia as principles of organisation. Peripeteia
and anagnorisis constitute the internal logic according to which the plot is organised. Thus, even
doing, in the play (i.e. what e.g. the fictive character Oedipus does in the tragedy called Oedipus)
loses its ordinary, ethical sense and becomes fictive, poetic doing. And since the poetic doing is
according to probability and necessity (and not according to factual ‘truth’, factual chronology),
i.e. the linking of the events has to be necessary or probable, it will become #ypical: the plot has to
be typical (possible and general) and thus, through the plot, we reach a poetic universal and it is
the plot that universalises the characters and not the other way round. We say that the (specific)
‘example’ of Oedipus is typical or universal because his character is a part of a logically selected
and ordered time-sequence, which contains actions, as well as happenings he has to go through,
internally connected with one another. 7o conceive of causal connections is already a kind of
universalisation. And only a causal sequence can be probable or necessary. The kind of
universality the plot calls for derives from its ordering by the poet. To make a muthos is already to
make the intelligible spring from the accidental, the universal from the singular, the necessary or
the probable from the episodic.

Yet there is discordance (as the major threat to the in the concordance of the plot), too. One
feature of this discordance is (1) that it is fearful and pitiable events which bring about catharsis
(purification). Catharsis, as the emotional response of the audience, is constructed in the plot. A
further sign of discordance is (2) surprise (e.g. marvellous events) and (3) reversal (e.g. good
fortune turning into bad). The art of composition is making the discordant appear as concordant.
And it is the conjunction of reversal (peripeteia) and discovery (recognition, anagnorisis), both
‘disruptive’ elements of the ‘smooth’ plot, which preserves universality. The plot makes the
discordant incidents necessary and probable and in the very act of doing so, the plot purifies the
fearful and the pitiable. Poetic composition reconciles what ethics (bound up with ordinary life)
opposes.

2.7.3. Three senses of the term mimesis

% E.g. in the play: first the plague and then, through internal narration, the shepherd’s accounts about Oedipus’
babyhood, etc.
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On the basis of The Poetics, Ricoeur distinguishes between three senses of mimesis
(‘imitation’ or ‘representation’).

The most elaborated sense is when the ‘real domain’ of human action (everyday activities,
deeds, practices), governed, in Aristotle’s system by ethics, is turned onto the imaginary level of
‘as if’, into action (deeds, practice) in drama, on the stage, governed by poetics. It is the
construction of the plot by the poet which brings this transformation about. This is called by
Ricoeur MIMESIS, .

However, the connection between the plot (muthos) and the practical field (our everyday
deeds, actions, our praxis, belonging to the ‘real’ domain) should not be forgotten, either: this is
the prior (‘before’) side of poetic composition, which provides the foreknowledge of action, this
is MIMESIS;. The deeds which are imitated in MIMESIS, can more or less be found in
MIMESIS;. Our everyday deeds are always already imitations in the sense that we imitate each
other and we have a more or less coherent view of our own motivations, desires, goals etc. and we
are able to put all these into a logically sounding story (into our biography or CV). This is not
artistic mimesis yet (it is not yet MIMESIS,) but it undoubtedly involves at least selection and
some attempts at typifying deeds (cf. the statement, e.g. “One does not do such a thing in decent
company”’): we implicitly categorise our practical field already. Moreover, in the case of Greek
tragedy, MIMESIS; is almost always a mythical story (e.g. the ‘story’ of Oedipus in mythology, in
folk-tradition, existing in many versions), an ‘original’, which the tragic poet subjects to a tragic
effect.

MIMESIS; does not only require a ‘source’, a ‘raw material’ (MIMESIS;), which usually
also provides the norm of ‘credibility’, and, hence, constraints on probability and necessity in
MIMESIS,, but it is also directed towards people, who are the ‘intentions’, the ‘targets’, the
‘effected and affected objects’ of MIMESIS; : they are the audience or the reader. They go home
form the theatre or put down the book but in a very indirect and roundabout way they might start
imitating what they have seen or read (i.e. MIMESIS;), first and foremost in their very act of
participation in the events of MIMESIS,. The audience, the reader, who finds him- or herself
once more in the ‘real’, ethical domain, who can be improved, or harmed, or entertained etc., may
bring about MIMESIS;; the structuring which the tragic poet achieves is only completed in the
spectator or the reader®’. The pleasure of recognition gives rise to the pleasure of learning and of
purification. Pity and fear are inscribed in the events by the composition; they move through the
filter of representative activity. Yet the pain will be transformed into pleasure and both of these
emotions are born in the ‘implied’ spectator or reader.

2.8. Freud and comedy

Freud’s Jokes and Their Relation to the Unconscious was published in 1906, the year
Einstein published his special theory of relativity and Freud himself wrote Three Essays on
the Theory of Sexuality, which can be taken as the continuation of The Interpretation of
Dreams (Traumdeutung, 1900, the same year Bergson’s On Laughter was published; in his
essay on jokes Freud refers quite lot to Bergson, especially in Chapter VII, dealing with the
comic ).

On the first pages Freud acknowledges that the question of jokes is thoroughly
embedded in the problem of comedy, and thus jokes are at the borderline of aesthetic and
psychological categories. It is best defined, in the broad sense, as a type of comic effect.

57 Though, admittedly, Aristotle very seldom speaks about the receiver (the audience), except for mentioning catharsis
and the pleasure (s)he might feel participating in the coherent structure created by the poet.
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Freud starts out by — selectively but critically — surveying the previous literature on
jokes, and the theories he gives an account of are interesting in themselves, especially because
nobody reads these works nowadays.. Theodor Lipps (1898) claims that a joke is the
subjective from of the comic, when the comic is deliberately created. In jokes we take a
sentence to be meaningful but we simultaneously know that it cannot be maintained; we
attribute sense or truth to a sentence while we know it is logically meaningless or untrue. (The
situation thus looks very much like Bergson’s two codes simultaneously at work, e.g. when
one is talking about one’s wife, and the other thinks he is talking about his cow, yet here the
element of play-acting is very much present, since both parties know about the
misunderstanding, yet pretend that they do not. The situation is most similar to playing a
game with a mature child, when both adhere, “in all seriousness”, to the game but they know
it is only a game, or to what actors and the audience do in the theatre watching a play: this is
what Coleridge called “the willing suspension of disbelief”). Kuno Fisher (1889) compares
jokes to caricatures: if the ugly is hidden, it has to be suddenly revealed, so — in my
interpretation — he calls attention to the fact that the comic effect has a lot to do with our
human separateness; our body (our “surface”), marking out our boundaries, hide our ‘inner
self” and the comic can also be interpreted as the inside changing places with the outside, with
the hidden suddenly coming to the open unveiled. Fisher also says that a joke is always a
playful judgement (Urteil), creating a comic conflict, which thus points towards our aesthetic
freedom. The conflict is created because in a joke usually differing (opposing) things are
brought together. Jean Paul, the poet describes joke “as a priest in disguise who marries every
couple who come in his way”, to which Theodor Visher adds that these are couples the
relatives of whom oppose the marriage as severely as they can. Usually everybody
emphasises the amazing speed with which different ideas are brought together and the
element of surprise, which is rooted both in difference and in similarity. We are shocked for a
moment and then, as a flash of lightning, the real meaning “dawns on us”.

Thus, I would like to say, as a first approximation, the joke might be defined as a type
of the comic which is based on “understood misunderstanding”. Freud remarks that his
approach will be totally different than the approaches hitherto followed, and points out that
sometimes jokes are tools of social subversion.

Freud first deals with the technique of a joke and from the point of view of comedy
this seems to be the most important (and accessible) part of his essay. He first analyses a joke
that comes from Heine’s Die Bdder von Lucca, where a simple and poor man claims that the
rich banker, Rotschild treated him al/most like a family member, as famillionaire. The word
famillionaire is praised by Freud for its brevity: it combines the words familiar and
millionaire and capitalises on some similarly sounding elements of the words (in bold type),
which make the abbreviation possible. A similar, English example Freud quotes is from
Thomas de Quincy saying that old people are fond of anecdotage (where the combination is
from anecdote and dotage, i.e. ‘idle talk’). Or a vacation where a lot of drink is consumed can
be called an alcoholiday

It is in connection with these (and lots of other, untranslatable) examples that Freud
draws a parallel between the technique of jokes and his theory of dreams. Freud in The
Interpretation of Dreams differentiated between the content of the dream, which manifests
itself, and which the dreamer can remember and formulate in words or ideas; and the dream-
thought, the ‘root’ of the dream, which is hidden (suppressed), as it were, ‘under’ or ‘behind’
the content, but never makes itself manifest and has to be brought to the open by the analyst.
The process whereby the dream-thought is made into dream-content is called by Freud dream-
work. The work of the analyst could be described as a simultaneous ‘unzipping’, ‘translation’
and ‘enlargement’ of the content of the dream, which contains the dream-thought in an
abbreviated from, like a capsule. The brevity of jokes (in the sense of ‘thrift’, ‘saving up’,
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‘being economical’) is reminiscent of the capsule-like quality of the dream-content, the
mixture of parts of words of dreams where some people are ‘made up’ of various people we
know, and the process whereby ideas ‘behind’ the joke get condensed in e. g. a succinct
phrase or even an acronym or, ‘invented word’ (neologism) is called the joke-work by Freud.

Yet Freud has to admit that not all jokes are that brief and jokes do not always work as
compression through substitution. Yet he clams that ambiguity is very often the source of a
joke. For example, it is possible to mix up two objects in the way that object A is referred to
by a name which is similar to, or the same as, the name designating object B. (homonyms: one
name for two objects, and the two objects are willy-nilly compared because of the parallel the
names draw between the two objects). Freud’s example is this time from Shakespeare, Henry
1V, Part II: “Discharge yourself of our company, Pistol”, where a character is called Pistol and
discharge simultaneously means ‘go away’ and ‘go off, fire’, as a real pistol does. Ambiguity
may also come from the mixing up of the metaphorical and the literal meaning (by the way,
the joke is often described by Freud and the other authors he quotes as some people describe
the working of metaphor); for example Arthus Schnitzler, the playwright, whose father was a
throat-specialist was told once that it is no wonder that he had become so famous a writer,
since his father already “had held a mirror up to people”. The quotation refers to the famous
line in Hamlet, yet of course the mirror of Schnitlzer’s father was a real one, with which he
looked at the throats of people. Or somebody asks the other: “Have you taken a bath?”, and
the answer is the question: “Why, is one missing?”. Here fake in the metaphorical sense (to be
found in so many expressions in English: take a walk, a rest, etc.) is suddenly taken literally,
and of course the meaning is that the other has not only not taken a bath but he does not
intend to do so, either. And ambiguity often comes from a play on words (e.g. we could quote
here Hamlet’s famous “I am too much in the sun”, spoken to Claudius at the beginning of the
play, meaning both that he is too much in the lime-light and that Claudius is suspiciously
zealous trying to make a son out of him (in pronunciation, son and sun are identical; they are
homophones.).

Yet Freud has to admit that not even the notion of ambiguity is enough to give an
account of all possible jokes. For example there is the joke when one man borrows 25 ducats
from the other and is found by the money-lender later in a pub eating salmon with
mayonnaise. The money-lender bitterly reminds his friend that he is eating expensive stuff
after all on his money and then he might not be so much in need, yet the other’s reply is:
“This is curious. When I don’t have any money I cannot ([kann ich nicht] ‘cannot afford,
unable to, cannot allow myself to’) eat salmon with mayonnaise; now that I have some
money, | may not [darf ich nicht] (‘I am not allowed (by someone else) to’) eat it. So when
should 1 eat salmon with mayonnaise?” The joke turns on the hinge that it is only the /ogical
conclusion which the borrower does not wish to reckon with. This Freud calls the type of joke
when there is a shift from one line of thought to the other. Here the linguistic form is only
necessary to ‘carry’ or to ‘express” the ideas; it is the ideas themselves which are in a funny
relationship. This type of joke is called by Freud “notional joke” (Gedankenwitz). Another
example of the notional joke is when seeming stupidity and absurdity are combined with the
shift and serve as the basis of the joke. Someone orders a piece of cake in a cafe yet does not
eat it but takes it to the counter and asks for a glass of liquor instead. He drinks the liquor and
wants to leave without paying. The waiter is angry and demands the liquor to be paid for, yet
the man claims that he drank the liquor instead of the cake. “Yet you haven’t paid for the
cake, either!” — “Yes, but I haven’t eaten it, have 1?” The guest in the cafe has established a
logical relationship between (not) eating the cake and drinking the liquor, which, in fact,
under normal circumstances, does not exist between them.

It is here that Freud admits that it is hard to tell what is a joke and what is something
else, say, e. g. a “paradox”, or a “witty statement”. His calling something a joke undoubtedly
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relies on intuition, or, at best, the effect of what is said (laughter). Yet not everything that is
funny is a joke proper, as it is not true that what is brief is automatically ludicrous.

There are jokes where, according to Freud, to different ideas are brought onto the same
level; they are somehow unified. For example: “January is the month to wish our friends that
all should be well, and the other eleven months for making that impossible for them”. Here
well- and ill-wishing are on the same level, yet in this context well-wishing turns, somewhat
cynically but also perhaps self-critically, into its own opposite.

There is a kind of joke where wee openly substitute one thing with its opposite, and
this triggers the joke. For example one goes into Madame Tussaud’s wax-work museum and
is shown the Duke on Wellington and his horse. “but which is the Duke of Wellington and
which is the horse?” — “Just as you like, my pretty child, you pay the money, you have the
choice” (Quoted by Freud in the English original). Here the one who is showing the Duke and
the horse pretends to be a businessman who wants nothing but the satisfaction of his
customers. Yet depending on the quality of the wax-work, he might be the opposite, and at the
same time he tries to hide the poor quality of the wax-work by implying the utter stupidity of
the customer.

There is a type of joke Freud calls “bidding joke”: here instead of a “yes’ you find a
“no” which is a more emphatic “yes” than the “yes” in itself. One of Freud’s example is form
Shakespeare’s Julius Ceasar, when Marc Antony repeats again and again that “Brutus is an
honourable man”, meaning the opposite (Of course, this case could hardly be distinguished
from what we traditionally call irony: saying something and meaning the opposite, e.g. “you
are very clever!”, meaning, you are terribly stupid).

Yet one may not only substitute thing A with thing B, where the two are (more or less
direct) opposites, but it might be the case that while the substitution is done, A and B are
related, belong together, or are connectable. An example: two ruthless businessmen at the
height of their careers thought that one way to get into high society was having their portraits
painted. They hired the best painter in town, then they trough a lavish party and hang their
respective portraits on the wall of the drawing room. When an art-critic arrived, they dragged
her under the portraits to hear him praising the portraits (and, thereby, them). The critic looked
at the portraits and pointed at the empty wall with the words: “And where is the Saviour?”
(Originally in English in Freud). He, in Freud’s interpretation expressed something which
could not be said directly: ‘if the portrait of the Saviour were hanging in the middle, it would
become obvious that you are the two thieves crucified with him; you are thieves, murderers.’
The critic seems to point at a lack, yet he is in fact implying a parallel, or similarity: the
connection between the Golgotha and the present situation and thus the substitution can be
made. This might thus also be taken as double interpretation through implication.

Analogy also seems to have a significant share in the joke-work, yet this can
sometimes be hardly separated form other complex relations. An example for analogy might
be the simile Jean Paul coined precisely to characterise the nature of jokes: a joke is like a
disguised priest who marries every couple.

In the next part Freud deals with the direction of jokes, especially with obscene ones. He
contends that obscene jokes are libidinal, they aim at the observation or even at the touching
of the other’s genitals. This, in the joke, becomes “possible”, yet the more indirect the way is,
the better the joke will be. Jokes are to create pleasure or substitute for aggression: instinctual
desire is able to have its way by not directly destroying social or other obstacles but by
overcoming them by getting around them. In jokes we very often wage war on the other, or on
social norms, or other obstacles, yet in an “intellectual” (suppressed), and thus socially
accepted, “cultured” way. Jokes release tension because they give the impression of victory in
a socially acceptable way. Then Freud goes on ‘putting jokes on stage’, i.e. describing the
relationship between the participants of a joke. He concludes that while the comic can give
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direct pleasure to the first person, jokes have to be told, they need an audience, since we
laugh not in ourselves and do not chuckle to ourselves but we laugh as the echo of the other’s
laughter: we laugh indirectly, in and through the laughter of the other. His is why we usually
cannot laugh at our own jokes. Then he, in a highly detailed way deals with the analogies one
may find between joke-works and dream-works and also extends what he found in connection
with jokes into the realm of the comic in general. Perhaps Freud’s most significant insight is
that ultimately the comic is perhaps nothing else but the disclosure of our unconscious
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Chapter 3
Greek Comedy: Old and New

3. 1. “0Old Comedy”: Aristophanes

The origins of comedy — as we saw — are as obscure as those of tragedy, and since
Aristotle was not a native Athenian, we cannot entirely rely on his account; he himself
presents what he knows about the roots of comedy as hearsay or “gossip”, too. It is, for
example, obscure what he means, when he says that comedy derived form “phallic songs”.
Yet in his Ethics (11, 7; 1V, 7-8) he distinguishes between three types of comic characters:

— the alazon: a boastful or pompous man

— the eiron: a mock-modest man, who understates or belittles
— the bomolochos: a buffoon, or clownish jester.

Again it is hard to know how this is related to The Poetics.

Today it may be safely said that Komodia most probably does not derive from kome
(‘village’ or ‘quarter of the city’) but from komos (‘a processional celebration’), and it is
likely that it might be traced back to festivals where ithyphallic revellers marched and danced
in a simulated contest involving choruses of animals, satyrs, giants and fat men, with a song at
the entrance (parodos), a debate or dispute (agon) and an address to the audience (parabasis).
In any event, old comedy (Aristophanes) often uses the dispute as a central element (as
between Right and Wrong Logic in roughly in the middle of the Clouds, or the contest
between Aeschylus and Euripides in the Frogs), and the parabasis is equally important where
he gives tangible advice to the audience. Generally speaking, old comedy was a merciless
attack on well-known individuals (like Socrates in the Clouds, or on the great tragedians in
the Frogs), portraying them as absurd or offensive. So old comedy is full of personal
lampooning and is used as a political and social weapon, while mixing realism and myth
(realism: Euripides and Aeschylus were real persons, yet the contest between them takes place
in the underworld, in the land of Hades, and Dionysus himself is the judge).

Today it is more or less agreed that it was from the second half of the 6" ¢c. B. C.
(around 536-532), at the command of Peisistratos tyrannous, that the Great (or Urban)
Dionysia was introduced as a religious holiday, celebrated in the month of Elaphebolion
(March-April), the beginning of spring. Tragedies were performed for three days (each day
three tragedies, plus a satyr-play) but it was only from 486 B. C. that the second day became
reserved for five comedies, and that tragedies occupied the third, fourth and the fifth day (in
the morning of the first day, sacrifices were offered, in the afternoon the contest of the
dithyrambos-choirs took place) and from 449 B. C. the agon (contest) of the tragic actors (and
not only of tragedies) was introduced, too. So comedies (as Aristotle also observes) gained
legitimacy much later than tragedy. It seems that “real catharsis” (the purification of the soul)
was the duty of tragedy, while comedy was to hold a (distorted) social mirror in front of the
audience: it was more direct, more critical, and though it is doubtful if catharsis was
associated with comedy at all, it was to purge through laughter. It is also noteworthy that
many of Aristophanes’ comedies end in a compromise, as a result of a negotiation or in a great
revelry, reminiscent of the ecstatic dances celebrating Dionysus .

Aristophanes (c. 445 B. C. — c. 385) is credited with more than forty plays, of which
eleven survive. Very little can be known about his life; his father, Philippus was a wealthy
man, and it seems that Aristophanes was conservative in his outlook and interests, identifying
himself with the social layer called the “knights”, the prosperous “middle class” between the
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rich aristocracy, and the layer of peasants and the “urban” proletariat. His first success came
in 427 B. C. when he was still a very young man with a play called Bangueters (DAITALES);
with this satire on the latest fashions on educational methods he took second prize. It seems
that from that time on he had become an established author and we may learn some clues
about his life from the plays themselves, for example that he was very early bald (cf. Peace).
In the Acharnians (425 B. C.), the earliest of his plays to survive intact, the main character
says that he had offended the powerful political leader, Cleon by satirising him the year before
in the play called Babylonians (Babylonioi). Cleon, the leading exponent of the aggressive
policy against Sparta, seems to have accused Aristophanes with “slandering the state”. The
Chorus of Acharnians also mention that Sparta is anxious to acquire the island of Aegina
because of the author (maybe Aristophanes had an estate there, and it is a fact that Athens
expropriated Aegina at the beginning of the Peloponnesian war). From the Knights (424 B. C.)
we also know that Aristophanes, contrary to common practice, handed his scripts over to a
“producer-director” because he did not like to stage his own plays, though Knights itself
happens to be produced by himself.

It also seems that Aristophanes was a member of the intellectual group associated with
Socrates — this is not only likely from the Clouds (Nephelai, 423 B. C.) but from Plato’s
Apology, where Socrates explicitly mentions that his views were misrepresented by the comic
playwrights and from Plato’s Symposium, where Aristophanes produces perhaps the wittiest
and most original speech on love. Yet the Clouds (which failed, in the sense that it only
received third prize at the Dionysia), pays little attention to Socrates’ original ideas. It is all
the more interesting that Plato — for whom Socrates was an idol — does not seem to be angry
with Aristophanes; not only does he make him almost a hero in the Symposium but it is also
rumoured that a copy of his plays was found on his death-bed, and when Dionysius of
Syracuse asked Plato to analyse the Athenian constitution, the philosopher sent him an edition
of Aristophanes’ works.

Thus, it seems that Socrates, a well-known figure of Athens, is rather used by
Aristophanes as a typical figure of “the philosopher”, the clouds representing the misty, airy
images of the vapour which is his thinking. It is also true that the Clouds was written 24 years
earlier than Socrates’ execution (399 B. C.) and represent a much younger Socrates than the
one sentenced to drink the hemlock. Further, the script we have now is a rewritten one and it
is obscure if it was staged or not; at any rate, at the beginning Aristophanes rebukes the
audience precisely for not having appreciated the play when it was first produced, then he
criticises his rivals for pleasing the viewers with course jokes, and for stealing ideas from him,
and he also sings his own praise in the conflict he had with Cleon. The play is better
constructed than many other of Aristophanes’ often episodic pieces: the plot is built on the
trick of reversal (besides the usual word-play and buffoonery like beating somebody up).
Strepsiades, a petit-bourgeois Athenian, who had married above his social rank, finds himself
in debt because of his good.-for-nothing son, Pheidippides, who is only interested in horses
and races. He decides to send his son to the “Thinking-Factory” run by Socrates, where he
might learn how to talk himself out of the payment of debts, since Socrates (who is
represented as a Sophist) is able to juggle with words to the extent that black will appear as
white and right as wrong. Yet Socrates finds Strepsiades a dull student and turns him out of
doors, but when Strepsiades finally persuades his son to go to the “Thinking-Factory”, the
plan backfires: Pheidippides becomes an excellent student but he is able to prove to his father
that he deserves a good beating — and logic is followed by deeds. Strepsiades, in his fury,
burns The Thinking-Factory to the ground.

By representing the reversal of social order (the son beating his father), Aristophanes,
as usual, was moving on dangerous grounds. He touched upon one of the most crucial
questions of Athens: who should educate the youth of the city? The rhetoricians, who made it
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possible for their students to defend themselves at court (or to defend others for money), to
give laudatory speeches or to give counsel, in fiery orations, in matters of the state? Or the
poets, who also conveyed, in easily memorable beats, practical information (like how to build
a raft?) Or the Sophists, who could really prove “anything” with their logic-chopping? (Later
the dialecticians — like first Socrates in the market-place and later Plato [cc. 428-348 B. C.] in
the grove called Academos [from 387 B. C.] — also appeared; they thought that first you have
to make it clear what talk is going on about, and then use the correct means of deduction).
The Sophists, indeed, relied on the meaning of arefe (‘virtue’, or ‘excellence’, but also
carrying the meaning: ‘being good at something’) and they implied that virtue is not a matter
of background, social position or birthright but could be taught to anyone (who pays). This
itself was a threat to the social order and conservative Aristophanes may have been ridiculing
precisely this. Why Aristophanes connected the matter with the name of Socrates is another
question.

Wasps (Sphékes, 422 B. C.) is a return to genuine political comedy. The two central
characters, I-hate-Cleon (Bdelycleon) and I-love-Cleon (Philocleon), son and father, are
constant rivals, and the real conflict starts when Bdelycleon locks his father, Philocleon up
because the father wishes to attend the courts as juryman. The friendly Chorus of wasps (the
Athenian jurors) come to help him but Bdelycleon persuades them that the supposed benefits
of jury service (flattery, bribes, daily pay) are nothing compared to the humiliation of being
tricked out of fortunes by clever attorneys and politicians. Philocleon finally decides to hold
court in his own home and the first case concerns the family dog, who has stolen cheese.
Though Philocleon is tricked into acquitting the dog, he takes revenge by getting drunk,
singing bawdy songs, beating everybody up and running away with a flute-girl. He also leads
the wild, Dionysian dance of the Chorus, and after further scandals in the street, he retires to
enjoy the flute-girl. Philocleon upsets the social order, he is a villain, yet a typically comic
hero, too, who is eternally vigorous, like comedy itself. Bdelycleon, who would, in principle
deserve Aristophanes’ sympathy, is by far more dangerous: he is cool, clear-sighted, and an
excellent orator (though sometimes affected and over-sophisticated) yet with his words he is
able to persuade anybody into anything. He acts as a Sophist and as — later — Euripides.

Peace (Eiréné, 421 B. C.) is a pacifist play (celebrating the Peace of Nikias), in which
Trygaeus (‘Vinatger’), a well-meaning farmer flies up to Zeus to learn that the future of
Greece is war but with other farmers (the Chorus) he manages to dig up Peace and to bring it
back to earth. The play ends in a great Dionysian festival again. Birds (Ornithes, 414 B. C.) is
a mixture of (“Hitchcockian™) utopia and social criticism again and puts even the gods in a
comic light. The main character is Peithetaereus (‘Friend-Persuader’), who persuades the
birds to fortify their home-country, the sky to build Nophelokokkygia (‘Could-cuckoo-
ville’)and to become rivals to the gods. The plan succeeds: not only earthly people want to
join the ideal state (which they are not allowed to do) but the gods are also forced into a
compromise: Sovereignty, Zeus’s bride becomes Peithetaereus’ wife. Lysistrata (Lysistraté, -
‘Disbander of Armies - Madame Demobiliser’, 411 B. C.) is a combination of the feminist
issue and of the pacifist theme: the women of Athens join forces with women from the other
states of Greece to put an end to the war between Sparta and Athens; they seize the Acropolis
and turn out to be the stronger sex, and men have to negotiate the terms of peace with them,
which is finally restored. (this by some critics is already rated as a “Middle Comedy™).
Thesmophoriazusae (Thesmophoriazousai, ‘“Women celebrating Thesmophoria’, c. 410) is
already a comedy directly concerned with the theatre itself and has, as a central character, the
person Aristophanes loved to mock best in the second half of his career: Euripides. The
women of Athens charge Euripides with slandering them in his plays and he has to defend
himself by quoting from his tragedies but he also has a secret ally among the women in the

48



person of Mnesilochus, a kinsman of his, disguised as a woman. Finally, there is a
compromise and we at least hear some fragments from Euripides’ lost plays, too.

3.2. Aristophanes: The Frogs

Frogs (Batrachoi, 405 B. C.) is almost wholly devoted to the comedy of tragedy: it
was such a big success that it was given a repeat performance. The initial situation is that
Athens is dead, it is still at war with Sparta (a war Athens will lose only a few months after
the performance of the Frogs and there was even an antidemocratic coup in 411, after which
many citizens were sent into exile), and there is nobody to revitalise the nation. Dionysus
himself decides to go to the Underworld to bring back the worthiest playwright, Euripides,
who will surely regenerate Athens. After some farcical episodes of mistaken identity
(Dionysus is disguised as Heracles, who has made the expedition once before to bring back
the Cerberus, and depending on the dangers Dionysus forces his servant, Xanthias to be
Heracles or Dionysus), they arrive at the Elysian fields where Euripides, sitting next to Pluto
in the poet’s chair, is unwilling to give up his seat to Aeschylus. The debate is long, making
fun of both the thundering heroism and the bombast in Aeschylus’ tragedies, representing the
‘golden years’ of Marathon and Salamis (490-480 B. C.), and the elegant, witty yet light and
shallow poetry of Euripides, who gives counsel on household matters and represents
sensational incest-cases. It seems that Aristophanes implies that Sophocles is the greatest; he
is reported not to take part in the contest, unless Dionysus’ choice falls on Euripides.
Eventually, Dionysus takes Aeschylus with him, yet the poet’s chair in the Underworld goes
to Sophocles.

The play starts with a farce: Xanthias asks Dionysus what kind of coarse jokes he
should not crack, and Dionysus makes references to other comedy-writers, who make servants
carry heavy loads while also making them complain about farting, a stomach-ache, etc. Then
comedy is based on one of the lowest type of humour again: on the simple fact that Dionysus
is constantly afraid, yet when he forces Xanthias to change clothes with him, it turns out that
it always happens in the wrong moment: when Xanthias is Heracles, he is offered a dainty
dinner and a flute-girl but when Dionysus is Heracles, he is told off for his previous gluttony
by an inn-keeper and he is finally also beaten. Dionysus is more human than any other human
and it is hard to understand how and why he — in whose honour the previous day processions
were held and to whom sacrifices were offered — could play, after all in his own play, such an
undignified part. Is it possible that comedy, in its coarse and profane (or even blasphemous)
manners was aimed at the purification of the social and political sphere, the way people
behave as members of the polis when they act in the service of the community, while tragedy
wished to purify the soul (the very being of the human being)?

Comedy was not merely to entertain, otherwise it could not have a place at a genuinely
religious festival. It seems to be true that conservative Aristophanes thinks the history of
Athens is a constant decline in the 5" century: after the heroism shown at Salamis and
Marathon, everybody is looking for personal gain, the legislative system was ruined when
matters requiring legal decisions was put into the hands of ten times five-hundred men who
not only got (from the time of Pericles) one obol a day (and from the time of Cleon three
obols), and usually went just for the money (and bribes) but had no legal training and were
usually old and senile, personal heroism died out during the long war with Sparta, etc., etc.
Aristophanes clearly wants to pinpoint the ills of politics and society and he seems to show
what people have done to the gods, too: they are cowardly, simple-minded, and thus
ridiculous, just like the citizens themselves. This is the comic vein in which, for example,
John Gay’s The Beggars Opera was written, or, to some extent, Shakespeare’s 1 and 2 of
Henry IV and Henry V, maybe Troilus and Cressida and Measure for Measure as well.
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The long contest between Aeschylus and Euripides is more than a debate on aesthetics
and a parody of the texts of both poets; here Aristophanes is concerned with what tragedy is to
achieve, and he seems to think that the text has a direct function in teaching morals and right
behaviour. Euripides is charged with no longer being concerned with matters that would give
the community one common goal; in witty and paradoxical sophistry, personal miseries,
exotic desires, incest and other “exciting” delicacies are presented, and the ability to sacrifice
oneself for the whole state, to show an example to all, to suffer for the whole community lives
only in the memory of those who still know Aeschylus. Aeschylus:

no harlotry business deformed my play;

tales of incestuous vice / the sacred poet should hide from view. / Nor ever exhibit and
blazon forth / on the public stage to the public ken. / For boys a teacher at school is found /
but we, the poets are teachers of men

Euripides seems to agree here but he claims that it is also dishonest to speak in a
language that no one can understand:

And to speak great Lycabettuses, pray / And massive blocks of Parnassian rocks, / is that
things honest and pure to say?

Aeschylus’ answer contains a whole philosophy of language: “Alas, poor whittling,
and can’t you see / That for mighty thoughts and heroic aims / the words themselves must
appropriate be?” Euripides only taught to “prate, harangue, and to debate”.

Aeschylus is parodied, too:

Euripides:
How the twin-throned powers of Hogy az Achajok
Achaea Két tron-ura
The lords of mighty Hellenes. S a hellén fiatalsag. ..
O phlattothrattophlattothrat! Trallarom-lirom, trallarom-larom
Sendeth the Sphinx, the Kiild baljoslatu Sphinxet,
unchancy, the chieftainess Erdszak ebét...
bloodhound. Trallarom-lirom, trallarom-larom,
O phlattothrattophlattothrat! Bosszu-gerellyel
Launcheth fierce with brand and S karral
hand the avengers Az 4daz sas...
The terrible eagle. Trallarom-lirom, trallarom-larom
O phlattothrattophlattothrat! Es martalékul advan
So for the swift-winged hounds of Fene 1égi kutyaknak
the air he provided a booty. Trallarom-lirom, trallarom-larom

O phlattothrattophlattothrat!

Aeschylus strikes back, parodying Euripides:

“Halycons, who by the ever- Halkyonok, kik a tenger
rippling orokfolyamu

Waves of the sea are babbling, Habja folott csicseregtek,
Dewing your plumes with the Aztatvan

drops that fall Nedii-harmatos csoppel

From wings in the salt spray Szarnyaitok hegyét;

dabbling. Es kik fenn, az eresz mogott
Spiders, ever with twir-r-r-r-rling Ha-haj-hajlitjatok az ujjotokon,
fingers, Poksereg, a kifesziilt szovevényt
Weaving the warp and the woof. Porge csiivolld

Little, brittle, network, fretwork Gondjai kozt;

Under the coigns of the roof. (trans. by Janos Arany)
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There are other ways in which they, in front of Dionysus, try to measure their poetry: the
repetition of words (Aeschylus: “Be thou mine aid to-day / For here I come, and hither I
return’); the right representation of the state-of-affairs by words (Euripides: “A happy man
was Oedipus at first — ) the meter (Aeschylus claims that “Lost his bottle of oil” can be
inserted into each of the prologues of Euripides); and finally: the weight of words (Euripides:
“Achilles threw two singles and a four” Aeschylus: “Chariot on chariot, corpse on corpse was
hurled”). Yet the debate has still significance with respect to language: should words convince
and delight through argument or should they shock, mobilise, impress, create?

Aristophanes’ last surviving comedy, Plutos (Wealth), originally produced in 408 and
acted, in a revised form in 388 (the revision most probably done by one of Aristophanes’ sons)
already belongs to “Middle Comedy”.

3.3. New Comedy: Menander (Menandros, c. 342 B. C. —c. 292 B. C.)

3.3.1 Nine differences between Old and New Comedy

The age of new comedy is traditionally from the second half of the 4™ century B. C. to
Terence and Plautus) and some critics argue that there is even a period called “Middle
Comedy” (roughly 400 B. C. 320 B. C.) but there are so few plays available that its is hard to
tell the difference between Middle and New. It is easier to collect the differences between Old
and New Comedy (so practically between Aristophanes and Menander):

1. New Comedy moves away from the political and the personal satire and tries to represent
types (e.g. the young wastrel or spendthrift youth, the recalcitrant father, the courtesan
with a golden heart, the parasite, the wily slave or clever servant, the braggart warrior, the
hanger-on, etc.). Of course the word “type” must be treated cautiously: usually it is not
the “man-in-the-street” who is typified, and not the ordinary, everyday lives of the
common people but it is one character-trait that is put under the magnifying-glass of the
playwright, and it is the implications of this trait (e.g. of being a grumpy old man) that are
worked out in detail, and these, through the exaggeration, become the “typical”
characteristics of old age, or of being a misanthrope. Thus, by the same token, from the
case of a braggart warrior we learn little about life in the barracks in a given period, or
about the military potential of a country; the figure of the good-heated harlot (though
surely there were many) does not give an insight into contemporary problems of
prostitution, etc.

2. The plots and themes, moving away from everyday politics, become more domestic, and
thus more “general” or even “universal”. For example, the question is no longer how
Socrates acted — though, as we saw, his figure inevitably develops into the figure of the
“typical philosopher” — but how philosophers usually, generally behave and even how
they are expected to behave So the sharpness, or even the violence of satire is
considerably softened: a “real” philosopher can always say that “yes, this is how
philosophers generally behave, but not me”, while Socrates had to protest if he wanted to
distance himself from the figure Aristophanes moulded him into — as he actually did in
Plato’s Apology .

3. A very important formal feature of New Comedy is that the Chorus is more and more
eliminated; there are no choral fantasies (cf. the chorus of wasps in Aristophanes’ Wasps,
or the chorus of frogs in Frogs, also prompting the title of the plays), and a further sign —
to be also found as early as in Middle Comedy — seems to be that the chorus no longer
addressed the audience directly on public issues; this role is taken by the actors, and
instead of the choral songs there are interludes with dancing and singing, and these have
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little to do with the plot itself; they rather play the role of the “living curtain” between the
acts.

4. The resolution is seldom a big, Dionysian revelry or a public sandal (as at the end of
Wasps or Clouds) but it usually derives from discovery (anagnorisis), i.e. “change from
ignorance to knowledge”: something which was clear to sight right form the beginning
(usually only for the audience) suddenly comes to light at the end of the play, and thus
families, lovers, friends are (re)united. This way, comedy moves from the attitude of “let
that (particular) rascal (called Cleon, Socrates, Euripides) be erased from the surface of
the earth through (cruel) laughter” to: “let us be thankful for having found our true
identities; we have come home, we have found our way into ourselves to get to know who
we are, we have learnt the truth through comic (and not tragic, i.e. irreversible)
hardships.” (After all, the mystery around one’s origin can be treated tragically, as in
Oedipus, melodramatically, as in Euripides’ lon, and fully comically, with a deliberate
parody, a reflection on the very topic of obscure origins, as at the end of Oscar Wilde’s
The Importance of Being Ernest.) This is the beginning of inventing a “dual status” for the
protagonist (later to be found also in such novels as Fielding’s 7om Jones or Dickens’
Oliver Twist): the hero, much earlier than his birth, had been provided for by his ancestors
or by a rich uncle, he was to be born rich and his origin is noble, yet he simply does not
know about it, and he has to go through all kinds of hardships until with his suffering and
through his education he “earns” the privilege of finding his way back to all the good that
was awaiting him; in this great turn of his fortunes he is “reborn” into a higher and happier
state of existence, so finally it becomes clear that all through the hard times he was in fact
living in “two orders”. Thus suffering was not for nothing: it was to make him worthy of
what he will, hopefully, use wisely, though the story ends when the whole world is finally
at his feet and there is nothing about his later life (or one might assume that “they lived
happily eve