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THE TRAGIC POETS IN ARISTOTLE’S POETICS

ABSTRACT: This paper addresses two interrelated questions central to
scholarly debates on Aristotle’s Poetics: () the extent to which fourth-centu-
ry BCE theatrical life shaped his theory of tragedy; and (b) whether the role of
staging has been underestimated in his account. Drawing on Aristotle’s ref-
erences to poets and plays spanning the range of Classical tragedy, it is ar-
gued that fourth-century dramatic activity is neither absent nor marginalised.
The philosopher’s theoretical observations are instead significantly informed
by contemporary performance practices within the framework of dramatic
contests — where both ‘old” and ‘new’ tragedies were staged, with Euripid-
es occupying a particularly prominent position. Taken together, the examples
adduced in the Poetics suggest that performative considerations are consist-
ently embedded in Aristotle’s assessment of tragic composition and reception.

A RISTOTLE’S Poetics' sets out the fundamental characteristics of tra-
gedy, drawing upon numerous examples from the tragic poets of the
Classical period. One of the questions that continues to provoke debate
concerns the extent to which his theory of tragedy was shaped by the dra-
matic production of his own era. The prevailing view 1s that the description
of tragic poetry in the Poetics is based on the major tragic poets of the fifth
century, and especially Sophocles, who is widely recognised as the ideal
representative of the genre. The limited number of references to Aeschylus
and to fourth-century poets has been ascribed to Aristotle’s negative assess-
ment of their work. At the same time, his criticisms of Euripides are inter-
preted as stemming from the changes the latter introduced into an already

1. An earlier version of this paper was presented at the symposium “In memory of Profes-
sor Emeritus Gregory M. Sifakis”, organised by the School of Philology and the School
of History and Archaeology, Aristotle University of Thessaloniki (10 April 2025). I am
deeply indebted to Professor Stavros Tsitsiridis for his insightful comments and invalu-
able guidance. Greek text follows Tardn (2012) for the Poetics and Kassel (1976) for the

Rhetoric. All dates are BCE unless otherwise indicated.
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perfected genre — innovations that were subsequently adopted by the trag-
ic poets of the fourth century.?

A second aspect of the Poetics that has been a subject of scholarly de-
bate 1s its apparent disregard for the role of staging and performance in the
composition and reception of the tragic genre, as implied by the philoso-
pher’s assertion that the power of a tragedy is independent of actors and
staging (7 yag tijs Toaywdiag dbvauis xal dvev dydvos xai tmoxpLtdw 0Ty,
50b18-21).” The view that this opinion is rooted in the gradual degenera-
tion of the dramatic art during the course of the fourth century is directly
connected to the issue raised above.*

This study explores both topics in conjunction, focusing on the tragic
poets and their works that Aristotle employs to substantiate his description
and assessment of tragic poetry. Based on a combination of his theoretical
arguments and the quantitative data provided by the text, it is argued that
fourth-century theatrical activity (including both stage presentations and
dramatic contests) 1s neither ignored nor disregarded in the Poetics; on the

2.  Hanink (2014a) 193 echoes the prevailing view that Aristotle “consistently draws his
conclusions from a mental repertory of primarily fifth-century Attic plays”. Regarding
the negative criticism of Euripides in the Poetics, see Sullivan (1933-34) 70-71; Belfiore
(1992b) 359-377; Mastronarde (2010) 2; Hanink (2014a) 207-209. Halliwell (1998)
94-96 rejects both the view that the Poetics is ‘ahistorical’ (cf. Radt 1971, 201-205) and
the claim that Aristotle bases his analysis on the works of specific poets — Sophocles:
Heath (2009) 473; Euripides: Kannicht (1976) 327-328 and n. 5; Sophocles and Euri-
pides: Fuhrmann (1973) 12. Conversely, Webster (1954) 307 maintains that the Poetics
constitutes a “praise of Classical tragedy on every page”; yet adds that “Classical tra-
gedy is seen in the light of modern practice”. Similarly, Bywater (1909) viii-ix suggests
that the Aristotelian ideal constitutes a compromise between fifth-century practice and
fourth-century developments. Destrée (2021) n. 100, however, places greater emphasis
on the philosopher’s high regard for the poets of his era.

3. Most scholars discern a contradiction in Aristotle’s treatment of tragedy: although he ac-
knowledges that song and spectacle are constituent elements of a dramatic work, he al-
lows them no place in his Poetics; see, e.g., Else (1957) 274-279, 408-410; Janko (1987)
88; Taplin (1995) 94-95. Bywater (1909) xiii notes that Aristotle does not concern him-
self with uélog and &yic “as not coming within the Art of poetry”; Duncan (2005) 59
emphasises the prevailing scholarly view of Aristotle and Plato as ‘antitheatrical thinkers’.
Conversely, other scholars seek to revise this image by highlighting the importance the
philosopher attaches to y:g; see Halliwell (1998) 339-341 and (2018) 26-37; Konstan
(2013) 74-75; Sifakis (2013) 45-61 and (2018) 78-102.

4. According to Halliwell (1998) 342-343, Aristotle’s attitude to dyic was in part “a reflec-
tion of the more recent stages of the Greek theatrical tradition”, a period during which
responsibility for the overall theatrical outcome had shifted from the poets to the actors.
Similarly, Marzullo (1980) 197-200 and Taplin (2019) 148-150 attribute Aristotle’s un-

derestimation of performance to the theatrical excesses of his era.
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contrary, it is reflected in the selection and analysis of examples and, conse-
quently, decisively informs the Aristotelian theory of ancient Greek tragedy.

1. THE TRAGIC POETS AND THEIR WORKS: QUANTITATIVE DATA

As 1s clear from the Poetics, Aristotle was familiar with the successive de-
velopments in tragedy and those who helped bring them about (49a37-39).
Moreover, he had already dealt with aspects of poetry and history, in his
(lost) dialogue On Poets;® the depth of his historical knowledge and his
interest in antiquity are also confirmed by his catalogues of dramatic per-
formances at the City Dionysia and the Lenaea, in his Didaskaliai and Dio-
nysian Victories — works which have since remained an important source of
information on the evolution of the drama.® Consequently, much of the cor-
pus of classical tragedy was available for Aristotle to draw on for examples
and supporting arguments for his observations on the art of poetry.

Nevertheless, of the more than eighty-five poets who were active in Ath-
ens during the Classical period,” the Poetics names only twelve:

— from the fifth-century tragedians, the canonical triad of Aeschy-
lus, Sophocles, and Euripides, along with Agathon and the obscure
Sthenelus;

— from those of the fourth century, certain poets particularly popu-
lar in their own day, such as Astydamas the Younger, Carcinus the
Younger, Chaeremon, and Theodectes, as well as Dicaeogenes,
Polyidus, and —if indeed he wrote tragedies— Cleophon.

5. See the edition, translation, and commentary on the extant fragments by Janko (1987)
56-65, 175-195, and (2011) 315 ff; see also Heath’s (2013) critical assessment of this
edition. For the dating of the dialogue, see Blum (1991) n. 52.

6. See Pickard-Cambridge (1968) 70-71 and Blum (1991) 24-42 for detailed discussion;
see also Ross’s (1955) edition of the fragments. Pickard-Cambridge (1968) 103-126 ar-
gues that these lists were compiled before the Poetics, which in part reflects their findings.
More recent studies, however, date them to around 334; cf. Blum (1991) 29. As Halliwell
(1998) 328 rightly points out, the Poetics does not presuppose the Didaskaliai but dis-
plays a thorough knowledge of the history of drama.

7. If the Poetics belongs to Aristotle’s first Athenian period (367-347), at least eighty-five poets
had already staged their plays before its composition. See the edition of the tragic fragments
by Snell, Kannicht, and Radt (7rGF), which lists eighty-eight poets active up to 340 — al-
though for some of these, it remains uncertain whether they were in fact tragic poets. For the
dating of the Poetics to the first Athenian period (or at least its earliest layer), see Webster
(1954) 307-308; Halliwell (1998) 324-330; Tsitsiridis (2024) 952, with further references.
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The tragic poet who appears most frequently in the Poetics is Sophocles:®
he is cited sixteen times, nine by name.? Of his works, Oedipus Tyrannus
is cited eight times, Electra and Antigone once each, and once each the lost
plays Tyro, Tereus, Phthiotides, Peleus, and Odysseus Acanthoplex.'® Sopho-
cles also receives the most praise (eleven commendations in all); setting
aside Oedipus Tyrannus, which garners seven positive comments and one
descriptive reference, the rest of that renowned poet’s work earns four posi-
tive judgements, four negative, and two descriptive references.!' The com-
mendations illustrate basic characteristics of Sophocles’ dramatic art and his
contribution to the evolution of the tragic genre: he added a third actor,
thereby giving increased weight to dialogue over choral parts; he introduced
scene-painting, enhancing the visual aspect; he treated the chorus as a fun-
damental element of the drama and an integral, organic component of the
whole, on par with the actors themselves; and he represented his heroes as
they ought to be (olovg d¢t mowelv).'* He is criticised for recognition scenes
that rely on signs or tokens, whether following mythological tradition (7yro)
or invented for the purpose (Zereus), and for certain faults of plot construc-
tion, such as the anachronism regarding the Pythian Games in Electra; like-
wise, the aborted attempt on Creon’s life by Haemon in Antigone is deemed
inappropriate for tragedy on the grounds of being drafég."

8. From a methodological perspective, each passage is treated as a single unit of reference,
irrespective of whether it includes multiple mentions of a poet’s name or works; thus, a
single passage may yield more than one positive or negative appraisal.

9. Nominal references: 48a25-29, 49a18-19, 53b29-34, 54b6-8, 54b35-36, 55a18-21,
56a25-32, 60b32-34, 62b1-3. References to works only: 52a22-26, 52a32-33, 53b1-8,
53b29-34, 53b37-54a2, 54b23-25, 55b32-56a2, 60a26-32.

10. Oedipus Tyrannus: 52a22-26, 52a32-33, 53b1-8, 53b29-34, 54b6-8, 55a18-21,
60a26-32, 62b1-3; Antigone: 53b37-54a2; Electra: 60a26-32; Tyro: 54b23-25; Tere-
us: 54b35-36; Odysseus Acanthoplex: 53b29-34; Phthiotides and Peleus: 55b32-56a2.
For 59a37-b7, see below, n. 44. For the reference to the plot of Oedipus Tyrannus at
53b1-8 (zov 70 Oidimov uvbov), see Gudeman (1934) 252 and Else (1957) 408-409.
The passage 62a18-b11 is excluded, since the reference to Oedipus Tyrannus there does
not constitute a positive judgement of the work itself but rather concerns the length of the
tragedies. Euripides also wrote a Peleus (TrGF V 55); however, its mention alongside the
Phthiotides renders its attribution to Sophocles more probable (TrGFIV p. 391).

11. Positive appraisals: 49a18-19, 52a22-26, 52a32-33, 53b1-8, 53b29-34, 54b6-8,
55a18-21, 56a25-32, 60b32-34; negative appraisals: 53b37-54a2, 54b23-25, 54b35-
36; mixed appraisal: 60a26-32; descriptive references: 48a25-29, 55b32-56a2, 62b1-3.

12. 49al8-19, 56a25-32, 60b32-34.

13. 53b37-54a2, 54b23-25, 54b35-36, 60a26-32.
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Euripides 1s the second most frequently mentioned tragic poet in the
Poctics: he is cited fifteen times, eight by name.'* Of his works, Iphigenia in
Tauris is mentioned five times, Orestes and Medea three each, and once each
Iphigenia in Aulis and the lost Philoctetes, Cresphontes, and Melanippe.”® In
seven of these references the appraisal is positive, in seven negative, while
two are descriptive.'® The characteristics of Euripides’ dramatic art that
draw Aristotle’s praise include: his outstanding ability to arouse intense pity
and fear in the audience (rpaydrarog) through the tragic outcome of his
tales; his consistent focus on a single, unified and complete action, in con-
trast to the multi-episodic structure of epic poetry; and a style that makes ef-
fective use of the unfamiliar without sacrificing clarity.'” Iphigenia in Tauris
and Cresphontes, where the recognition of kinship prevents the hero from
committing a crime, serve as examples of excellence in plotting; further-
more, the scene in which Orestes recognises Iphigenia is praised twice for
following naturally from a plausible sequence of events.'® Aristotle never-
theless points out faults in the poet’s handling of his material in constructing
his plots (ra dAda un ed oixovouet) and criticises certain dramatic choices:
the role of the chorus; the use of the deus ex machina; the representation of
heroes who consciously commit crimes while aware of the victim’s identity
(eid6Tag xal yryvdoxovrag); and contradictions or irrational elements in the
plot that are neither part of the myth nor necessitated by the unfolding of
events (e.g. the episode involving Aegeus in Medea)." Iphigenia’s recogni-
tion of Orestes in Iphigenia in Tauris is also judged unsatisfactory, while
problems and inconsistencies of characterisation relating to the hero are
noted in Orestes, Medea, Iphigenia in Aulis, and Melanippe.*

14. Nominal references: 53a23-30, 53b26-29, 55b1-15, 56a15-18, 56a25-32, 58b19-24,
60b32-34, 61b20-21; references to works only: 52b3-8, 54a4-9, 54a28-33, 54a37-b2,
54b30-35, 55a16-20, 58b31-59a4. None of the titles cited at 55b32-56a2 can be attrib-
uted with certainty to Euripides.

15. Iphigenia in Tauris: 52b3-8, 54a4-9, 54b30-35, 55a16-20, 55b1-15; Orestes: 54a4-9,
58b31-59a4, 61b20-21; Medea: 53b26-29, 54a37-b2, 61b20-21; Melanippe and Ip-
higenia in Aulis: 54a4-9; tragedies concerning the fall of Troy: 56a15-18- Philoctetes:
58b19-24; Cresphontes: 54a4-9.

16. Positive appraisals: 54a4-9, 55a16-20, 55b1-15, 56a15-18, 58b19-24, 58b31-59a4;
negative appraisals: 53b26-29, 54a28-33, 54a37-b2, 54b30-35, 56a25-32, 61b20-21;
mixed appraisal: 53a23-30; descriptive references: 52b3-8, 60b32-34.

17. 53a24-29, 56a15-18, 58b19-24, 58b31-592a4. On the interpretation of the adjective
Toaydratos, see Bywater (1909), Lucas (1972), and Janko (1987) ad 53a27.

18. 54a4-9 (cf. EN'1111al11-13), 55a16-20, 55b9-10.

19. 5329, 53b26-29, 54a37-b2, 56a25-32, 61b20-21.

920. 54a28-33, 54b30-35, 61b20-21.
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Aeschylus, by contrast, receives comparatively little attention: he 1s
mentioned just six times, only three by name.?' Among his tragedies those
cited are Choephori, arguably Prometheus, and the now-lost Niobe, Philoc-
tetes, Mysians, and Phorcides.** The references include three commenda-
tions, two criticisms and one descriptive passage.” Aristotle acknowledges
the playwright’s decisive contribution to the shaping of the genre, through
his addition of a second actor, the reduction of the chorus’s role, and the
prioritisation of dialogue over choral song and dance. Aeschylus is also
commended for constructing a plot around a single, unified, complete ac-
tion, and for the recognition scene in Choephori, which arises naturally from
the heroine’s reflections.** Negative criticism is levelled at the lack of verisi-
militude in Mysians and the wording of one line in Philoctetes.”

Similarly few are the references to the late-fifth-century poet Agathon:
four in all, two positive and two negative.?® He is applauded for the entirely
invented plot of the tragedy Antheus (or Anthos) and for his emphasis on
what, in human terms, is possible or probable (¢ix6c), even if unexpected
(cf. Rhet. 1402a9-14). He 1s criticised for his innovations regarding the role
of the chorus and for the excessively episodic plot of one of his tragedies,
which met with the audience’s disapproval upon its production.

The other tragic poets flourishing until the mid-fourth century receive
similarly little consideration; a total of eight are mentioned, four positively
and four negatively.?” Sthenelus, a contemporary of Aristophanes, is criti-
cised for dullness of style.?® Dicaeogenes is praised for the recognition scene
in his Cyprians, where the revelation of the hero’s identity results from his

21. Nominal references: 49a15-19, 56a10-19, 58b19-24; references to works only: 55a4-6,
55b32-56a2, 60a26-32. Munteanu (2017) 95-101 provides a useful discussion of these
passages; on 56a10-19 and 59a37-b7, see below, n. 66 and n. 44, respectively.

22. Choephori: 55a4-6; Niobe: 56a10-19; Philoctetes: 58b19-24; Mysians: 60a26-32; Pro-
metheus Desmotes (if so intended) and Phorcides: 55b32-56a2.

23. Positive appraisals: 49a15-19, 55a4-6, 56a10-19 (;); negative appraisals: 58b19-24,
60a26-32; descriptive reference: 55b32-56a2.

24. 49al15-19, 55a4-6, 56a10-19.

25. 58b19-24, 60a26-32.

26. Positive appraisals: 51b19-23, 56a19-25; negative appraisals: 56a10-19, 56a27-30. A
further positive allusion to Agathon’s characterisation may be found at 54b11-15, pro-
vided that Tardn’s (2012) emendation ad loc. (following Butcher and Bywater) is accept-
ed: olov Tov Ayidréa Aydbawv xai Ounpog.

27. See Hanink (2014a) 197-203 for discussion and further references.

28. 58al8-20. Aristophanes (Wasps 1313, Gerytades fr. 151 K.-A.) and the comic poet Plato
(Skeuai fr. 128.2 K.~A.) mocked Sthenelus (TrGF 1 32, T1-2) for his style. In Photius’

Lexicon, he is reported to have been accused of plagiarism in comedy (s.v. 20évedoc).
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reaction to a picture.” The Alcmaeon (or Alemeon) by Astydamas, whose
works were awarded first prize numerous times, is singled out for the con-
struction of its plot, which does not follow the mythological story and its
treatment by other poets, but instead presents the hero as unwittingly com-
mitting the crime of matricide and subsequently discovering what he has
done (53b22-33). The recognition of Thyestes in a play by Carcinus is
judged inartistic because it is based on tokens;*® his failure as a dramatist
1s also revealed in the construction of a scene in his tragedy Amphiaraus,
which fails to convey the action clearly’’ — a defect which became appar-
ent in performance and was jeered by the spectators.”* On two occasions,
Chaeremon’s Centaurus is criticised as unsuitable for performance, since it
mingled various dramatic metres (such as the iambic trimeter and the tro-
chaic tetrameter) with the heroic hexameter, which is appropriate only for
recitation.”” Theodectes’ tragedies receive favourable evaluation: his Lyn-
ceus 1s twice extolled for its plot construction and its masterly reversal (zep:-
néreia), while Tydeus is lauded for its recognition scene.*® In two instances,

29. 54b36-55a2. Dicaeogenes, a tragic and dithyrambic poet, was active in the late fifth and
early fourth centuries; see Csapo and Wilson (2020) 45-47. No further evidence survives
for his Gyprians (TrGF' 1 52); see Karamanou (2019) 65.

30. 54b19-55a21. The play concerning Thyestes was probably derope (TrGF 170 F1).

31. 55a26-29. I follow the text of Kassel (1965): 6 u# 6pdvra [tov Oeatip] éAdvlavey (with Tov
mouay as the implied subject); cf. Butcher (1895). Hose (2024) supports this reading,
noting the sequence of tenses (cf. et and un 6p@vta), but prefers to emend zov Ozatiy
to Tov moumti. A different reading is offered by Bywater (1908) and Tardn (2012), who
retain 7oy Oeatny as the subject. It remains unclear what the poet failed to perceive during
the composition of the scene owing to his inability to visualise the action; see Davidson
(2003) 109-122 for discussion of the various proposals. However, as Karamanou (2019)
70 argues, this should not be interpreted as merely a director’s fault but rather as indi-
cating that “Carcinus’ oversight is likelier to have involved a contradiction of his staging
with the plot as such”.

32. The term &&émeoey indicates that the play was not merely unsuccessful but was hissed off
the stage due to the spectators’ vocal disapproval; see Lucas (1972) and Halliwell (1995)
ad loc.

33. 47b20-23, 60al-2. In the Rhetoric (1413b12-13), Chaeremon is described as dvayvwo:-
%6¢, a poet whose works were especially suited to reading or recitation (though this does
not imply composition for non-theatrical presentation), and who was stylistically precise
in the manner of a prose writer (dxotf¢ domep Aoyoypdgoc) rather than of a poet writing
for performance. In the Poetics (60al-2), the mixture of metres in his Centaurus is char-
acterised as ‘incongruous’ (&romog), since it blends metres traditional to the stage (iambic
trimeter, trochaic tetrameter) with the heroic metre, a form restricted to narrative poetry.
For additional evidence relating to his work, see TrGF 1 71, which includes an inscription
commemorating a performance of his tragedy Achilles in the third century (IGV 2, 118).

34. 52a27-29, 55b29-32; 55a8-12.
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the recognition scene between Orestes and Iphigenia in a work of Polyi-
dus is commended.” Finally, there are two references to Cleophon, but in
contexts that do not support his inclusion among the tragic poets — one of
them concerns the criticism of his style (shared with Sthenelus).”

It should be noted that the above data do not take into account works
cited solely by title, where there is no evidence to permit their attribution to
a particular poet: Phineidae should probably be attributed to a fourth-cen-
tury poet (55a8-12);*” Ixion was the subject of tragedies by Aeschylus,
Euripides, and Callistratus;’® Ajax was treated in tragedies by Sophocles,
Carcinus the Younger, Theodectes, and Astydamas the Younger (55b35-
56al);* dramas set, or potentially set, in the Underworld were composed
by Aeschylus, Sophocles, Achaeus, and Critias.*® There is no other evi-
dence either for the tragedy Helle, which is grouped with Iphigenia in
Tauris and Cresphontes as an example of the best kind of plot (54a4-9),
or for a tragedy on Odysseus (é» 7 Vdvooel 1@ pevdayyélw) which in-
cludes a composite kind of recognition scene resulting from a false infer-
ence on the part of the audience (55a12-16).*' Conjectures have been

35. 55a4-8, 55b6-12. Polyidus (or Polyeidos/Polyeides) was a dithyrambic poet, musician,
and painter of the early fourth century (Diod. Sic. 14.46.6). Only one (disputed) testimo-
ny suggests that he also composed tragedies (7rGF I 78). His designation as a ‘sophist’
in the Poetics (55a6) has led to the conjecture that Polyidus commented upon Euripides’
recognition scene, proposing a more elaborate mode of recognition between Orestes and
Iphigenia. This view, however, is not supported by the verb érnoinoey (55b6-12); see
Lucas (1972) ad loc. Karamanou (2019) 66 observes that the term ‘sophist’ may instead
reflect his wide-ranging intellectual and artistic interests.

36. 58a18-20. Cleophon’s style is also discussed in the Rketoric (1408al5). In Chapter 2 of
the Poetics (48a12), he is listed among the epic poets who represent people as they truly
are (Keopdy ¢ 6poiovg). According to Bywater (1883) 18-19, Cleophon’s classification
as a tragic poet derives from the Suda, which, however, is not reliable, as it attributes the
same tragedies to both Cleophon and Iophon. Nevertheless, the possibility that he wrote
in both genres cannot be excluded, since the tragedian referred to in the Suda is also
credited with an epic (cf. TrGF177).

37. TrGF1I F10a; see Karamanou (2019) 68. Cf. the plays entitled Phineus by Aeschylus
(TrGF I F258-260) and Sophocles (TrGF IV F704-717a).

38. TrGFIIIF89-93; TrGFV 33 F424-427; TrGF138 F1.

39. TrGFIII F174-178; TrGF IV F10a-18; TrGF170 Fla; TrGF172 F1; TrGF1 60 Fla.

40. TrGFIII F273-278 (Psychagogt); TrGF IV F327a (Cerberus); TrGF 120 F36 (Pirithous);
TrGF143 F1-14 (Pirithous); see also TrGFV 53. Cf. the Sisyphus plays; see below, n. 42.

41. The possibility that the title Helle represents a corrupt transmission cannot be excluded;
see TrGF 11 F1i, Hose (2024) ad 54a8-9. The recognition scene involving the Earth-
born (54b22) may originate from Euripides’ lost Antigone (see TrGF V 11, F164a). For
the tragedy Odysseus Pseudangelos (TrGF 11 F7b) and the textual difficulties of this pas-
sage, see Karamanou (2019) 68-69.
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formulated regarding the authorship and genre of Susyphus, which depicts
the fall of a hero described as both wise and wicked (56a19-23).*2 This
example shows, according to Aristotle, that even with simple plots and re-
versals of fortune poets can achieve their aims, disconcerting the audience
(Bavpaotdg), since their works can be tragic and, at the same time, satisfy
public sentiment (Tpaywxov yap T0d70 xai pildvlowmor).” Also excluded
are works based on material from the Little Iliad ({mAéov éxt, olov SmAwy
xplowg, Pidoxtitng, Neontéleuos, Edpdmvlog, nrwyeia, Adxawar, TAiov
néooug xal ardmAovs xai Livwv xai Towddec}), since the passage 59a37-b7
is considered a later addition.*!

Based on quantitative data, the most striking observations to be drawn
from the Poetics are as follows: (a) the encomiums lavished on Sophocles’
Oedipus Tyrannus, which Aristotle regards as exemplary in both plot con-
struction and characterisation of the tragic hero; (b) the sheer number of ref-
erences to Euripides, although the philosopher’s assessment of his work 1s
evenly divided between praise (seven) and censure (seven); and (c) the con-
sistently positive evaluation of Theodectes’ work (three commendations and
no censures). Other judgements are evenly distributed: for Sophocles, four

42. No evidence survives for a tragedy entitled Sisyphus; the title is attested only for satyr
plays by Aeschylus (TrGF III F225-234), Euripides (TrGF V 62), and possibly Sopho-
cles (TrGF1V p. 415).

43. According to Bouchard (2012) 208, Aristotle maintains that “it is possible to stay faithful
to the standards of art (to be ‘tragic’) while being pleasing to the majority (to be ‘philan-
thropos’)”. On the passive sense of the term giddvfpwmor in the Poetics (‘beloved by hu-
mans’, ‘popular’), see Bouchard (2012) 195-196 with further references. By contrast,
several scholars interpret the term in an active sense: ‘arouses the human feeling’ (Bywa-
ter 1909); ‘humanitarian’ (Else 1957); ‘arouses fellow-feeling’ (Halliwell 1995); ‘suscite
un sentiment d’humanité’ (Destrée 2021); ‘dem menschlichen Bediirfnis entsprechend’
(Hose 2024). The interpretation of the passage is complicated, inter alia, by the render-
ing of the phrase otoydlovrar v fodlovrar favpastdc (56a20): “show wonderful skill
in aiming at the kind of effect they desire” (Bywater 1909); “erreichen sie, was sie beab-
sichtigen, in staunenswerter Weise” (Hose 2024); (oroydlovrar v foblovrar <tdv> Hav-
uaot@dv) “secure the effects they want, <those of> surprise” (Else 1957); “visent a obtenir
les effets de surprise qu’ils recherchent” (Destrée 2021); (ocToydlovtar dv fodlovrar T
Oavpaot®) “aim for what they want by means of the awesome” (Halliwell 1995).

44. See Tardn (2012) and Hose (2024) ad loc. The tragedy Hoplon Krisis (TrGF 111 F174-
178) is attributed to Aeschylus; the plays Eurypylus (TrGF IV F206-222b), Lacainae
(TrGF 1V F367-369a), and Sinon (TrGF IV F542-544) to Sophocles; the Troades is
the well-known work by Euripides. A Philoctetes was written by each of the three major
tragedians (7rGF 111 F249-257; TrGF'V 73), and also by Theodectes (TrGF172 F5b).
The poets of the tragedies Neoptolemus (TrGF 11 F6b) and Ptocheia (TrGF 11 F8k) re-
main unknown. The [liou Persis may have been by Iophon (TrGFI 22 F2b). The title
and content of the Apoplous (TrGF 11 Fle) have been the subject of various conjectures.



158 T. GIANNOU

positive and four negative; for Aeschylus, three positive and two negative;
and for Agathon, two positive and two negative.” As for the fourth-century
tragedians, with a combined total of seven commendations and five criti-
cisms, an overall negative appraisal cannot be supported.*®

Of all the tragedies, Sophocles’ Oedipus Tyrannus stands out most
prominently; cited eight times, always in a positive light, it is clearly held
to be the finest tragedy in artistic terms (7] ... xava Ty téyvny xalliory
Toay@dia, 53a22-23) and repeatedly treated as Aristotle’s privileged exam-
ple of successful tragic plotting, especially with regard to reversal and rec-
ognition (53a7-13)."” In Oedipus Tyrannus, Sophocles skilfully employs
mythological tradition —“which is more essential and the hallmark of a su-
perior poet”— to elicit pity and fear in the audience, without relying on the-
atrical effects (53b1-10); consequently, the plot is sufficiently powerful to
affect the listener without the support of staging,*® unlike those monstrous
(repatddn) spectacles whose impact on the audience is alien to the pleas-
ure proper to tragedy (oixelav 1700viy).* Oedipus Tyrannus also furnishes

45. Nevertheless, the praise for Oedipus Tyrannus is often indiscriminately extended to the
whole of Sophocles’ oeuvre; see Kirby (2012) 422-423, who summarises the prevailing
view regarding Sophocles’ standing in the Poetics: “Aristotle [...] truly and deeply ad-
mires Sophocles who best suits his philosophical criteria”; cf. Hanink (2014a) 207-209:
““Sophocles’ is sufficient as a synecdoche for all of tragic drama”. Correspondingly, the
sparse references to Aeschylus are frequently interpreted as evidence that his dramatic
work was undervalued; cf. Halliwell (1998) 247, who conjectures that Aristotle found
Aeschylus’ technique wanting owing to his use of trilogic composition and the length of
the choral odes; likewise, Munteanu (2017) 90-91. Yet such judgements remain interpre-
tations, for Aristotle nowhere states them explicitly in the Poetics.

46. Torres-Guerra (2022) 21-23 argues that, for Aristotle, the playwrights of the fourth
century were scarcely comparable to the three great tragedians; this, however, overlooks
both the positive remarks on their work and the passages that associate their tragedies
with those of the canonical trio.

47. Cf. 53al2: Tov xalds &yovra udbov; 53al2: ai xdAdiotar Toaywdiar. On the references to
Oedipus Tyrannus, see n. 10 above.

48. 53a7-12, 53b1-8, 53b29-34, 54b6-8, 60a26-32.

49. According to Halliwell (1998) 95 n. 20, Aristotle’s comment on the use of exaggerat-
ed theatrical effects to arouse fear in the audience probably refers to stage practice in
the fourth century. It has, however, also been suggested that the remark was directed at
Aeschylus, based on an anecdote preserved in the Life of Aeschylus concerning a perfor-
mance of the Eumenides. See Else (1957) 278-279; Lucas (1972) ad 56a2; Taplin (1977)
44-46; White (1992) 232. Cf. Webster (1956) 62-69, who argues that fourth-century
performances tended to impress the audience more than earlier ones. For Plato’s vivid
description of the extensive use of stage contrivances in this period, see Rep. 395d5-
396b6, 397al1-7; cf. Petrides (2010) 102-107. Nevertheless, Aristotle targets only theat-
rical excesses rather than the performance itself, which he concedes to be a vital source of
tragic emotion for the audience (53b1-14); see also Halliwell (1998) 341.
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the finest examples of reversal and recognition; and even though Aristotle
places its plot among those of the second-best type (féAtiov), he does so
in terms that confirm his overall appreciation of the play (54a2-9, 22-33).

The second most frequently mentioned tragedy (five times) is Euripi-
des’ Iphigenia in Tauris, which exemplifies the most effective (xpdtioTor)
type of plot, where the recognitions and reversals enable the hero to avoid
committing a crime.’® Of the two recognition scenes in the work, howev-
er, Orestes’ recognition of Iphigenia is praised, while her recognition of
her brother is deemed faulty.’! As for the remaining tragedies, Theodectes’
Lynceus 1s praised twice, whereas at the opposite extreme stand Euripides’
Medea and Orestes, each receiving three negative comments.*?

The Poetics refers to nine of the surviving works of the three supreme
tragedians and another twelve that are now lost. Of these, seven form part of
the Alexandrian ‘canon’ (Aeschylus’ Choephori and Prometheus; Sophocles’
Oedipus Tyrannus, Antigone, and Electra; Euripides’ Orestes and Medea).”
Favourable mention is made of only two ‘canonical’ tragedies (Sophocles’
Oedipus Tyrannus and Aeschylus’ Choephori),”* whereas Sophocles’ An-
tigone and Electra, along with Euripides’ Orestes and Medea, are subject
to criticism.” In contrast, most tragedies outside the ‘canon’ are positively

50. 54a2-9, 55b1-15. According to Bouchard (2012) 190-193, the adjective xpdrioToy de-
notes ‘the most powerful” work —that which is rewarded by the audience— as opposed
to the xava vy téyvny xalliotn rpaywdia, which is distinguished on aesthetic grounds
(53a22-23). Alternative interpretations of these two classifications of plot types, in Chap-
ters 13 and 14, are offered by White (1992) 225, Belfiore (1992b) 359-377, Halliwell
(1986) 223-228, and Heath (2017) 349-351; cf. also Bouchard (2012) n. 73 for further
references.

51. 52b3-8, 55a16-20, 54b30-35.

52. 55b29-32, 52a27-29 (Lynceus); 54a4-9, 58b31-59a4, 61b20-21 (Orestes); 53b26-29,
54a37-b2, 61b20-21 (Medea).

53. On the formation of the Alexandrian tragic ‘canon’ and on Euripides’ surviving plays
outside it, see Lesky (1972) 281-282; Higg (2010) 117-119, 127-128; Torres-Guerra
(2022) 20. Two of the extant plays cited in the Poetics that do not form part of the ‘canon’
are Euripides’ Iphigenia in Tauris and Iphigenia in Aulis.

54. To these may be added Aristotle’s favourable assessment of Euripides’ plays dealing with
the fall of Troy —Andromache, Hecuba, and Troades— although they are not mentioned
by title (56a15-18).

55. These instances challenge the view put forward by Torres-Guerra (2022, 2-3) that Ar-
istotle supports his arguments by citing authors as either models or anti-models; fur-
thermore, these examples call into question Torres-Guerra’s conclusion (p. 21) that the
philosopher subscribed to the Alexandrian ‘canon’ regarding Sophocles, given that his
positive assessments are confined exclusively to Oedipus Tyrannus (53b1-14). Admit-
tedly, Sophocles and Euripides predominate numerically in the Poetics — as might be
expected given their monumental place in the history of theatre. Indeed, the triad of tragic
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assessed: Sophocles’ Odysseus Acanthoplex; Euripides’ Philoctetes and Cres-
phontes; Aeschylus’ Niobe; Agathon’s Antheus; Dicacogenes’ Cyprians; As-
tydamas’ Alcmaeon; Theodectes’ Lynceus and Tydeus; Polyidus’ Iphigenia
in Tauris; as well as the unidentified Helle, Phineidae, and Sisyphus.”® In-
deed, Aristotle remains to this day our sole source of reference for Aga-
thon’s Antheus; Dicacogenes’ Gyprians; Theodectes’ Lynceus and Tydeus;
Polyidus’ Iphigenia in Tauris; Helle and Phineidae.”” Equally noteworthy
are the frequent references to plays by title alone, without the poet’s name;
besides the best-known works, there are a fair number of titles for which in-
formation 1s scarce (Sophocles’ Phthiotides, Peleus, Odysseus Acanthoplex:;
Aeschylus’ Phorcides, Mysians) or attribution uncertain (Phineidae, Odys-
seus Pseudangelos, Helle, Sisyphus, and a play concerning the I'nyeveis).”®
Aristotle’s approach is not strictly theoretical; rather, it possesses a dis-
cernible historical dimension, briefly surveying the key stages from the or-
igins of drama to its attainment of its natural form (cf. Chapters 4 and 5),
while identifying variations in the evolution of tragedy up to the fourth cen-
tury (cf. the comparisons between ‘old’ and ‘contemporary’ poets: 50a23-
33, 50a33-38, 50b4-8, 53a7-22, 53b27-34). The examples Aristotle
employs are drawn from the entire tragic corpus of the Classical period,
both in his descriptive analyses (defining the nature of tragedy) and in his
normative discussions (concerning the construction of the ‘ideal’ tragedy).”
Within the context of descriptive references —specifically regarding the

poets appears to have been established as early as the late fifth century, a fact attested to
by Aristophanes’ Frogs (405). Cf. Heraclides Ponticus’ treatise On the Three Tragic Poets,
dating from the mid-fourth century; see also Higg (2010) 115. Nevertheless, in the Poet-
ics, the three are never mentioned together, nor are they presented as forming a ‘canon’.

56. Among the plays outside the ‘canon’, the following receive negative assessment: Sopho-
cles’ Tyro and Tereus; Euripides’ Iphigenia in Aulis and Melanippe; Aeschylus’ Philoc-
tetes and Mysians; Chaeremon’s Centaurus; Carcinus’ tragedies featuring Thyestes and
Amphiaraus; and two unattributed tragedies, namely the Odysseus Pseudangelos and the
one dealing with the Earth-born (Iyyeveis).

57. Karamanou (2019) 61-72.

58. The following extant tragedies are cited by title only: Sophocles’ Oedipus Tyrannus,
Electra, and Antigone; Euripides’ Orestes, Medea, Iphigenia in Tauris, and Iphigenia in
Aulis; and Aeschylus’ Choephori and Prometheus. The same holds for the fragmentary
plays attested in other sources: Sophocles’ Tyro and Euripides’ Cresphontes and Mela-
nippe Sophe. Karamanou (2019) 61-72 proposes the plausible hypothesis that Phineidae,
Odysseus Pseudangelos, and Helle, mentioned without an author’s name, date from the
fourth century.

59. On the Poetics’ dual character —both descriptive and normative— see Soffing (1981),
esp. 28-36, 159-192.
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definition of reversal (wepunéreia) and the distinction between the univer-
sal outline (&xtifeobar xabdlov) and the episodic expansion (énetoodiotv)
in plot construction— Theodectes’ Lynceus 1s cited alongside Sophocles’
Oedipus Tyrannus (52a21-29), as 1s Polyidus’ Iphigenia in Tauris along-
side Euripides’ play of the same title (55b8-12). Within the context of nor-
mative prescriptions (relating to the classification of plot types based on
tragic action and the various modes of recognition), Astydamas’ Alcmacon
1s categorised alongside Sophocles’ Oedipus Tyrannus and Odysseus Acan-
thoplex (53b29-34); similarly, Aeschylus’ Choephori is cited with Polyidus’
Iphigenia in Tauris, Theodectes’ Tydeus, and the unattributed Phiner-
dae (55a4-12). Furthermore, both merits and defects are identified in the
works of the same poet (e.g. Oedipus Tyrannus and Electra in the case of
Sophocles, 60a26-32) or even within the scope of a single play (e.g. Euripi-
des’ Iphigenia in Tawuris, 54b30-35). More broadly, references to individ-
ual works elucidate Aristotle’s theoretical framework regarding tragedy as a
genre, yet they appear to be cited without following a systematic pattern or
establishing a consistent standard — with the notable exception of Oedipus
Tyrannus.® Rather than offering a global evaluation of a play or a poet’s
entire oeuvre, each assessment is confined to specific elements of dramat-
ic technique. By contrast, Aristotle offers few insights into the distinctive
qualities of particular poets —most notably Euripides and Sophocles— or
their specific contributions to the evolution of the tragic genre, as in the

cases of Aeschylus and Sophocles.

2. THE ‘OLD’ AND THE ‘CONTEMPORARY’ POETS

Direct comparisons between individual poets are relatively rare in the Po-
etics. A notable exception, however, concerns the structural role of the
chorus in Sophocles as opposed to Euripides: Aristotle asserts that the
Sophoclean chorus should be viewed as an active participant (cvvaywviCe-
ofai) and an organic component of the whole,® in sharp contrast to its han-
dling by Euripides (56a25-32). Although the Poetics provides no further
detail on this divergence, Euripides’ surviving works —specifically the lat-

60. Lauriola (2017) 165 argues that Aristotle’s praise of Sophocles’ Oedipus Tyrannus was
decisive in establishing its canonical status.

61. On the term owaywvileoBar meaning “to take part in a performance”, see Bywater (1909)
ad 50b18. Weitner (1980) 209-210 renders it as “an aid to winning the competition”.
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er plays— reveal a tendency whereby choral parts neither advance the plot
nor maintain a direct thematic link to the main action, and are moreover re-
duced in overall length.®® A subsequent stage in this development was the
replacement of choral interventions by autonomous songs that no longer
had any active dramatic function but merely served as interludes (éuféiiua)
between the episodes. Aristotle attributes this innovation to Agathon, crit-
icising it for undermining the plot’s unity; nevertheless, this trend became
widespread in both tragedy and comedy throughout the fourth century and
the Hellenistic era.®”’

A further direct comparison is drawn between Aeschylus and Euripides
regarding their language (58a18-b23). Aristotle asserts that tragic diction
should be neither commonplace and pedestrian nor obscure and unintelli-
gible; the poet should instead employ “glosses, metaphors, and lengthened
forms” to a limited extent, ensuring that the style remains both clear and
elevated.” This can be achieved even with a single word, as when Euripid-
es, in his Philoctetes, substitutes a rare poetic variant for the common verb
used by Aeschylus in his play of the same title. The combination of lofty
diction with everyday words is a characteristic of Euripides’ style that is
also praised in the Rhetoric (1404b1-25). The comparison is all the more
striking because it uses a line from Aeschylus that 1s quite unrepresentative
of his style, which is generally laden with unusual compounds, bold meta-
phors and unexpected expressions — all of which are primary features of
poetic diction, according to Aristotle’s own prescription (58a18-b5).% It

62. See Lucas (1972) ad 56a27, who cites certain Euripidean choral odes showing a looser
connection to the plot. Halliwell (1998) 244-248 likewise maintains that Aristotle refers
to a deeper thematic integration of the choral songs into the plot, as inferred from the
ensuing discussion: Ta gdéueva 000y udAiov tot wibov i) dAAn¢ Tpaywdiac éotiv (56a27-
29). Calame (2020) 794 observes Euripides’ distinctive approach in a few dramas where
the chorus does not play an essential motivating role as an agent; rather, “in its voice, one
can recognise the predominance of the emotional register”. For other interpretations, see
Weitner (1980) 206-207, Mastronarde (2010) 88-152 (esp. 145-152), and Murnaghan
(2017) 413.

63. On the role of the chorus in fourth-century tragedy, see Jackson (2019) 51-82; cf. al-
so 139-166 for Aristotle’s discussion of the choral interludes (8ufdAdiua). Wise (2008)
397-398 relates the decline of the late classical chorus to the rise of professional actors,
who sought to marginalise it in order to prioritise their own roles.

64. The discussions of poetic style in the Rhetoric are considerably more extensive, with most
examples drawn from Euripides, either to highlight successful applications (1404b1-25,
1407b31, 1411b30-31) or to indicate failures (1405a28, 1409b9).

65. On Aeschylus’ style, see Rutherford (2023) 254-266 (with further references) and Earp
(1948) 72-83.
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1s evident that Aristotle’s choice of example serves primarily to illustrate a
defining feature of Euripides’ diction rather than that of Aeschylus.

A third direct comparison is drawn between Agathon and his prede-
cessors Aeschylus and Euripides regarding plot construction. Agathon is
criticised for failing in a tragic contest (the work in question is not known)
due to his adoption of the multi-episodic structure typical of epic compo-
sitions. Conversely, successful tragedies are considered those that present
a single, unified, and complete action (npaéic) with a beginning, a mid-
dle, and an end — exemplified by Euripides’ works dramatising episodes
from the fall of Troy or Aeschylus’ Niobe (56a10-19). In the case of Niobe,
though, Aeschylus’ treatment of epic material remains unclear, as the myth
1s neither especially extensive nor attested as deriving from any known epic
source.’ In Chapter 23, too, Aristotle reiterates his praise for the Iliad and
for certain tragedies that isolate a single part of the Trojan War, rather than
following the structure of other epic poems which incorporate numerous
individual episodes from the entire Cycle. According to Aristotle (51b33-
52al), an episodic structure in the construction of a tragic plot results from
a lack of artistic skill in the case of inferior poets, who distend the plot with
superfluous episodes; occasionally, however, this occurs even in the works
of great poets, who overextend the leading roles to accommodate scenes
tailored to the talents of the actors who will perform the piece (7ywviCovro
xaAdg). For when poets compose dramatic monologues marked by intense
emotional variation, they take into account the interpretive skill of their
leading actors, a collaboration intended to secure the prize for both poet
and performer (cf. Rhet. 1413b11-12).5

Nonetheless, not all comparisons between the poets are intended to be
evaluative. In Chapter 25 Aristotle makes a telling distinction between the
dramatic art of Sophocles and that of Euripides: Sophocles presents his he-
roes as they ought to be (ofovs el mowelv), Euripides as they are (60b32-34).

66. See TrGF III F154a-167b; Else (1957) 546-547; Halliwell (1995) ad loc.; and Tardn
(2012) ad loc. Munteanu (2017) 99-100 discusses the textual transmission issues and the
proposed emendations (the Thebaid or Hecuba in place of Niobe), upon which Aristot-
le’s evaluation of Aeschylus hinges. According to Rostagni (1945) ad 56a17, Aeschylus’
Niobe was probably distinguished from other tragedies on the same theme by the fact that
its plot began immediately after the murder of the children. This interpretation, which
accords with the transmitted text, is also deemed plausible by Hose (2024) ad loc.

67. I follow Bywater (1909) ad 51b37 on the phrase dud Tov¢ dmoxgirds (“with a view to the
actors”); cf. also Sifakis (1998) 25, who argues that the philosopher does not mean that
good poets wrote showpieces “for the sake of the actors”, but rather “because of the
actors available to them”.
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This observation 1s ascribed to Sophocles himself — in what context we do
not know.% The philosopher does not suggest that Sophocles aims to ideal-
1se his characters; rather, they conform to the essential quality of tragic por-
traiture, whereby the poet does not faithfully represent reality, but assigns
to the characters in his story the traits that are appropriate and necessary,
in accordance with their age, gender, and social standing (see 54b10-15).%
Similarly, the claim that Euripides represents people “as they are” (ofo¢
gioiv) should not be taken as implying realism, but rather as denoting a de-
piction of human behaviour as it might plausibly occur in comparable cir-
cumstances. Aristotle recognises that both modes of relating representation
to reality adhere to the rules of the poetic art; as he states, the poet must
represent things “either as they were or are, or as they are said and thought
to be, or as they ought to be” (60b10-11).7°

More frequent in the Poetics 1s the comparison between those whom Ar-
istotle calls the ‘old’ (of madatoi) or ‘ancient’ (o aoyalot) poets and those he
terms ‘modern’ (0i véot) or ‘contemporary’ (oi viv).”!

Among the ancient poets, the earliest (of mpd7ot) are singled out for
criticism; though not explicitly named, they are presumed to be those who
preceded Aeschylus (50a35-38).7 In Aristotle’s view young poets “making
their first attempts at tragedy” are more successful in achieving precision
of expression and accuracy of characterisation than in constructing a plot
around a single action, since such mastery is complex and a mark of the
accomplished poet. The same problem may also be observed in the initial
stages of the development of tragedy as a genre, where almost all the earliest
poets failed to organise their plots around a change of fortune (usrdfaocic)
effected through reversal and recognition. The view that Aeschylus is not
included among those early poets is supported by Aristotle’s praise for the
way his plots are organised around a single action (56a10-19) and for the
recognition scene in the Choephori (55a4-6).7

68. Lucas (1972) ad loc.; Halliwell (1986) 135-136 n. 39; Csapo (2002) 133-134.

69. Cf. Chapters 25 (60b9-11), 2 (48a7-9), and 15 (54a34-36).

70. Mastronarde (2010) 2 and Torres-Guerra (2022) 13 propose an alternative reading of
the passage, suggesting that Aristotle takes issue with the Euripidean realistic portrayal of
heroes (ofot eioiv). However, the Poetics does not claim that Euripides’ heroes fail to meet
the generic requirements of tragedy (48a17-18); rather, Aristotle’s criticism is aimed at
the characterisation of specific figures (e.g. Melanippe) in cases where they are not de-
picted as such people actually are (54a28-31).

71. Cf. Hanink (2014a) 211-214.

72. Lucas (1972) ad 50a25.

73. For 56a10-19, see n. 66 above. Sykoutris (1937) 62 n. 3 argues that Aristotle’s remark
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The older poets are reproached for poor choices of mythical narratives
(p3a7-22): while at first (mpdrov) poets would dramatise any mythological
tale that came in their way (tovs Tvyévrac pdbovg), practical experience of
the theatre gradually refined the criteria for selecting suitable myths. Thus,
in the fourth century (vov), the plots of the best tragedies were drawn from
the stories of a few houses within which terrible crimes were committed,
such as those of Alcmaeon, Oedipus, Orestes, Meleager, Thyestes, and Tel-
ephus. In Aristotle’s opinion these tragedies, which are the most effective
at stirring the emotions of the spectators (ai xdAdioTar), present a hero who
1s a person of character and importance (oovdaioy), above the average in
social position and moral choice (zpoaipeow), suffering a terrible reversal of
fortune as a result of some great error (8¢’ auaptioy ueydiny). However, on
the basis of the surviving evidence, there appears to be little difference be-
tween the subject matter of fifth-century and fourth-century plays; indeed,
the works of Sophocles and Euripides,” as well as those of Aeschylus and
Agathon, demonstrate that these mythological cycles were already well es-
tablished in fifth-century tragedy.”” Nonetheless, their popular appeal pre-
sumably prompted a further narrowing of the tragic repertoire in the first
half of the fourth century.”® Aristotle’s observation is borne out both by the

may also apply to Aeschylus’ earlier plays of simpler structure.

74. Inaddition to his extant tragedies Oedipus Tyrannus, Antigone, and Electra, Sophocles
also composed the plays Alcmacon (TrGF IV F108-110), Thyestes (TrGF IV F247-269),
Iphigenia (TrGF IV F305-312), Meleager (TrGF IV F401-406), Oceneus (TrGF IV
F471-477), Mysians (TrGF IV F409-418), and Telephus (TrGF IV F580). Similarly,
Euripides, in addition to his extant tragedies Electra, Iphigenia in Tawris, Iphigenia in
Aulis, Orestes, Phoenissae, and Suppliants, also wrote Alemaeon (TrGF V 5-6), Oedipus
(TrGFV 48), Antigone (TrGF V 11), Meleager (TrGF V 46), Oeneus (TrGF V 49), Thy-
estes (TrGF'V 30), and Telephus (TrGF V 67).

75. In addition to his trilogies on Orestes (Orestera) and Oedipus (Laius: TrGF 111 F121-
122a; Oedipus: TrGF 111 F173; Seven Against Thebes), Aeschylus also wrote Iphigenia
(TrGF 111 F94), Mysians (TrGF 111 F143-145), and Telephus (TrGF 111 F238-240). In
the case of Agathon, the titles Aerope, Alcmaeon, Thyestes, and Telephus (TrGF 1 39) have
been preserved. Dramas on the Oedipus myth were particularly popular during the fifth
century; besides the three major tragedians, an Oedipus was also written by Achaeus the
Elder (TrGF1 20 F30/31), Philocles (TrGF I 24), Xenocles (TrGF 1 33 F1), Nicoma-
chus the Elder (7rGF'I 36), and Meletus the Younger (TrGF148 F1).

76. Cf. Xanthakis-Karamanos (1980) 15-16. Tragedies on the stories of Orestes, Alcmaeon,
Thyestes, and Oedipus appear to have been particularly popular in the fourth century.
Compare Timotheus: Alemaeon (TrGF 1 56); Astydamas the Younger: Alemaeon (TrGF'1
60); Apollodorus: Thyestes (TrGF 1 64); Carcinus the Younger: derope, Amphiaraus (),
Oedipus, Orestes (TrGF 1 70); Chaeremon: Thyestes, Oeneus (TrGF 1 71); Theodectes:
Alemaeon, Oedipus, Orestes, Tydeus (TrGF 1 72); Aphareus: Orestes (TrGF 1 73); Cleo-
phon (P): Amphiaraus, Thyestes, Telephus (TrGF 1 77); Polyidus: Iphigenia in Tauris
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paratragedies found in surviving fragments of Middle Comedy and by Attic
vase-paintings from the first half of the fourth century, where figures from
those mythological families predominate.””

The older poets, Aristotle says, frequently make the same mistake in the
construction of their plots: they present heroes who commit crimes witting-
ly and in full knowledge of the identity of the victim (eiddTac xai yryvdoxo-
vrag) — as when Euripides has Medea slay her own children (53b27-34).7
This kind of plot 1s deemed the second worst, since knowledge of kinship
renders the deliberately performed act repellent (utapdv), thereby under-
mining the tragic effect. A better plot is one in which the hero commits
the crime in ignorance of the victim’s identity, with the revelation of kin-
ship coming later, as seen in Sophocles’ Oedipus Tyrannus and Odysseus
Acanthoplex, as well as Astydamas’ Alemaeon. This kind of plot 1s prefer-
able because the hero’s deliberate choice (mpoaipeoic) remains untainted,
while the recognition takes the audience by surprise. The least effective plot
structure 1s exemplified by Sophocles’ Antigone, in which Haemon threat-
ens to kill his father but fails to carry out the deed: the intention to commit
patricide is shocking, while the abandonment of the resolution produces
no tragic effect (09 rpaywdyv- drnabéc ydp). The best sort of plot is one in
which the hero unknowingly resolves to commit a horrible crime but is pre-
vented from doing so by the discovery of his kinship with the prospective
victim, as happens in several of Euripides’ tragedies, among them Iphigenia
in Tauris (53b34-54a9).” Gradually the poets came to realise that not all
sufferings are the stuff of tragedy and, guided by the reactions of the public,
to prefer those stories that, properly treated, are able to move audiences

to pity and fear (54a9-15). While the discussion regarding the ideal plot

(TrGF178); Euaretus: Alcmaeon (TrGF 1 85); Timocles: Oedipus (TrGF 1 86); Diogenes
of Sinope (?): Thyestes, Oedipus (TrGF 1 88). Hanink (2014a) 214 notes that many of
these titles are known to us through Aristotle: Astydamas’ and Theodectes’ Alcmaeon,
Carcinus’ Oedipus, Theodectes’ Orestes, Antiphon’s Meleager, and Carcinus’ Thyestes.

77. For parodies of these heroes in Middle Comedy, see Hanink (2014b) 202-203. For their
depictions on the few extant Attic vases, see Vahtikari (2014) Appendix II: Aeschylus’
Choephori (no. 153: 380) and Eumenides (no. 274: 380-360); Euripides’ Iphigenia in
Tauris (no. 365: 400-380), Meleager (nos. 395-399: 400-370; no. 400: 370-360), and
Telephus (no. 537: 375-350; no. 538: 400-370).

78. According to Denniston (1929) 60, the phrase xafldneg xai Edginidnc supports the inclu-
sion of Euripides among the ‘olds’; cf. also Hose (2024) ad loc.

79. On the classification of plots according to different criteria in Chapters 13 (53a17-23)
and 14 (54a4-9), see Halliwell (1986) 227-237; White (1992) 221-225; Belfiore (1992a)
174-175; and Heath (2017) 349-351. For an alternative interpretation, see Bouchard
(2012) 191-192.
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begins by contrasting ‘old” and ‘contemporary’ poets, the examples cited do
not strictly adhere to this dichotomy: the second worst and the best types
of plot are both drawn from Euripides, whereas the worst and second best
are drawn from Sophocles — the latter category 1s also being exemplified by
a play of Astydamas. These instances reinforce the hypothesis that the dis-
tinction between ‘old’ and ‘contemporary’ is merely a convention employed
to delineate the evolutionary characteristics of the genre.

However, although actual theatrical experience led to more successful
choices of material, the tragedies of the ‘contemporary’ poets are inferior
to those of the earlier ones in terms of portrayal of character, and indeed in
most cases are described as djfleic (50a25-b8)* — that is, devoid of ethical
quality. More specifically, the ‘contemporary’ poets are faulted for making
their characters speak in the language of oratory (¢nrogixd¢ Aéyew) rather
than that of civic discourse (modizixdc Aéyew), as was the practice of earlier
dramatists. The distinction between moditixd¢ Aéyew and gnrogixdc Aéyew
is made clear both in the Poetics (50b7-12) and the Rhetoric (1417a24-25),
where moditixdg Aéyew 1s associated with the expression of moral character
and deliberate choice (a6 mpoaipéoewc), whereas ¢nroguxds Aéyew pertains
to intellectual discourse (G720 deavoiag). Accordingly, the ‘old’ poets portray
their heroes revealing their personal preferences and the ethical criteria that
guide their decisions or acts;*' in the works of ‘contemporary’ poets, on the
other hand, the heroes speak as though delivering formal orations — speech-
es designed to display their rhetorical prowess in constructing and articulat-
ing arguments for the sole purpose of persuasion.® Consequently, Aristotle’s
assertion that there are tragedies lacking in character (a7fec) refers to works
in which an action 1s represented with no revelation of the particular qualities
of the agents (xab’ 6 wowods Twag elvai pauey Tod¢ mpdrTovrag, 50a5-6) — the

80. The adjective véwy refers to ‘contemporary’ poets; see Lucas (1972) ad loc.; Halliwell
(1998) 154-155; Schiitrumpf (1970) 125-132. An exception is Sykoutris (1937) 60,
who argues that Aristotle refers to ‘younger’ poets.

81. Cf. Rhet. 1417a16-19; on the concept of mpoaipeois see also 1366al0. For a contrasting
view on these terms, see Destrée (2021) n. 100.

82. On the influence of rhetoric on fourth-century tragedy, see Xanthakis-Karamanos
(1980) 59-70. Notably, prominent fourth-century poets (e.g. Theodectes, Aphareus,
Astydamas the Elder) were themselves active in the rhetorical art; cf. Else (1957) 269.
Webster (1954) 297 relates the emphasis on rhetorical argumentation in fourth-century
tragedies to actors’ demands for impressive monologues. Carter (2019) 280, however,
argues that the influence of rhetoric is already apparent in many speeches of Sophocles
and Euripides.
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thoughts, emotions, and deliberations underlying their actions and decisions
(8 T mpoaupeTrar i) pedyer 6 Aéywy, 50b8-12).%

This is considered true of many of Euripides’ tragedies, particularly
in the formal agon-scenes, where the protagonists speak in the manner of
orators, rhetorically presenting arguments inherent and appropriate to the
circumstances (ta évévra xal Ta aoudtrovta). Aristotle deplores the poet’s
practice of portraying heroes whose characterisation is dramatically unjusti-
fiable, inconsistent, or unfaithful to human nature (54a28-33); he cites, for
instance, the gratuitous baseness and cowardice displayed by Menelaus in
Orestes (cf. also 61b20-21). Equally inappropriate, in Aristotle’s view, is the
behaviour of Melanippe, who, in fighting to save the lives of her infant sons,
expresses herself in an incongruously philosophical manner, setting forth
with impeccable eloquence well-structured arguments against superstition
(whence the play’s title, Melanippe Sophe). An example of inconsistency of
characterisation is identified in the Iphigenia in Aulis, where the girl who
pleads for her life in the opening scenes bears little resemblance to the hero-
ine who so eloquently embraces the role of sacrificial victim at the end of the
play. These are not, however, instances of a lack of ethos; they are, rather,
examples of inappropriate or flawed characterisation. On the other hand,
the skilful artistry of the heroes’ arguments confirms that the rhetorical ten-
dencies of fourth-century tragedy are rooted in the work of Euripides.®*

To recapitulate, the comparisons drawn in the Poetics either commend
or criticise specific features of ‘old” and ‘modern’ drama or highlight the
generic characteristics of tragic poetry as these emerged and evolved. The
comparison between ‘old’ and ‘contemporary’ poets appears to follow the
established distinction between malatai and xawai tragedies, introduced
at the City Dionysia in 386.%> Aristotle’s reference to the actor Callippides
serves as a case in point, reinforcing the notion that the divide between ‘old’

83. According to Xanthakis-Karamanos (1980) 59-70, Aristotle is not proposing the literal
existence of a tragedy lacking character; rather, this absolute wording (cf. also 50a23-25)
serves to emphasise the primacy of plot. Indeed, #00o¢ is acknowledged as the second
most important of the six qualitative elements that constitute tragedy (50a7-12). Yet
Aristotle’s further clarifications —both in his comparison with painting (50a23-29) and
at 60al0-11— indicate that a#07¢ refers to “a lack of character delineation”; see Janko
(1987) ad 50a25 and Sifakis (2018) 86.

84. Euripides’ use of rhetorical techniques had already been satirised in Comedys; cf. the de-
scription of him as a “poet of petty forensic phrases” (mountfj onuatiov dixavixdy: Aristo-
phanes, Peace 534). On the influence of rhetoric on his work, see O’Sullivan (2020) 571
(with n. 1) and 599.

85. Cf. makawy dgaua, IG 11* 2318, 1009-11; madad sc. Toaywdia, IG 112 2318 col. 11, 20.
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and ‘contemporary’ is not a rigid classification but a relative one: the philos-
opher does not count Callippides among the ‘contemporary’ actors, despite
noting that his performance style —distinct from that of the best-known ac-
tors of the fifth century— had been adopted by those of the fourth (61b32-
62a11). However, although the Poetics does not explicitly classify Euripides
as a “‘contemporary’ poet, many scholars do,*® recognising in him a precur-
sor of innovations later taken up by fourth-century dramatists.®’

Aristotle sets out artistic criteria for assessing plays, but does not give
an overall appraisal of individual poets or periods, except with reference
to the earliest phases in the formation of tragedy as a genre. Often, more-
over, questions of dramatic technique are illustrated by means of examples
drawn from plays of the fifth and fourth centuries, confirming that the divi-
sion 1s essentially chronological (cf. 52a24-29, 53b29-34, 55a4-12); hence
the sparse representation of fourth-century drama in the Poetics should not
be taken as indicating a limited contribution to the formation of Aristotle’s
theory of tragedy.®® More generally, the classifications of works in the Po-
etics define basic characteristics in the historical evolution of tragedy as a
genre, within which trends or exceptions may be identified. Aristotle attrib-
utes part of this change to the growing influence of audience expectations
on dramatists, owing to the competitive context in which their plays were
performed.

On the revivals of ‘old’ tragedies in the fourth century, see Csapo and Wilson (2020)
16-17 and 186-187 (with further references).

86. Rostagni (1945) ad 50a25 classifies Euripides among the ‘old’ poets, arguing that his
tragedies cannot be described as arjfeig; Lucas (1972) ad 53b27 likewise maintains that
the deaths of Sophocles and Euripides mark a definitive boundary for the period of the
‘olds’, a view also shared by Halliwell (1995) ad loc. and Hall (1996) 302. Destrée (2021)
n. 165 includes Euripides among the ‘old’ poets but considers the term to be pejorative.
Hanink (2014a) 212-214, by contrast, aligns with the prevailing view that, for Aristotle,
the tragedy reached its culmination with Sophocles and that Euripides therefore belongs
among the ‘contemporaries’ (vdv); cf. also Bywater (1909) ad 50b7 and Janko (1987) ad
53b27. Carter (2019) follows Else (1957) and Xanthakis-Karamanos (1980) in group-
ing both Euripides and Sophocles as ‘contemporary’ poets, noting that many features of
fourth-century tragedy are already evident in their works.

87. On the shared features between Euripides and fourth-century poets, see Webster (1954)
306 and Xanthakis-Karamanos (1980) 13-14, 28-34.

88. See Bywater (1909) viii-ix; Webster (1954) 308; Xanthakis-Karamanos (1980) 19-20.
Hanink (2014a) 206 argues that the juxtaposition of examples from both the fifth and
fourth centuries serves a ‘programmatic’ aim: to highlight the unity of the tragic genre.
Similarly, Carter (2019) 276 observes that the coexistence of ‘old’ (malawad) and ‘new’
(rawai) tragedies at the City Dionysia underscored the sense of continuity across fifth-
and fourth-century drama.
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3. THE INFLUENCE OF FOURTH-CENTURY THEATRICAL
LIFE ON THE POETICS

To understand why certain tragedies appear in the Poetics, we should look
to Aristotle’s general criteria for choosing citations. In the Topues (157al14-
17), he argues that “arguments should be illustrated by examples familiar
to the audience — such as the famed Homer over the lesser-known Choer-
ilus;® for the function of examples is to make the point at issue clearer to
those addressed”.

The application of this principle in the Poetics 1s evident, as Aristotle
relies primarily on the three major tragedians and the poets of his era. In
particular, when the philosopher elucidates the distinction between poetic
genres based on the mode of representation, he mentions the preeminent
exponents of each: Homer, Sophocles, and Aristophanes (48a25-29).%
Indeed, the great triad of playwrights formed not only an integral part
of the literary tradition but also an enduring component of the dramatic
life of the fourth century, since the performance of ‘old’ tragedies had, by
386, become an established feature of the City Dionysia. Among the other
fifth-century tragedians, the inclusion of Agathon is highly justifiable, giv-
en his innovations in tragic composition; yet there is a striking lack of ref-
erence to other poets who enjoyed considerable output and reputation in
their own day.”" And certainly, the citation of established ‘contemporary’
poets is entirely expected — most notably Astydamas, Carcinus, Chaere-
mon, and Theodectes.”* Polyidus and Cleophon, about whom practical-
ly nothing is known, were likely also contemporaries of Aristotle. There

89. Choerilus of Samos was a notably popular epic poet in Athens during the late fifth cen-
tury; cf. MacFarlane (2009) 219-220.

90. Furthermore, in comparing the length of the epic and tragic genres, Aristotle draws upon
Oedipus Tyrannus and the Iliad as examples (62a18-b3); Torres-Guerra (2022) 13 em-
phasises the normative character of these references.

91. E.g. Neophron (TrGF'1 15), Ion of Chios (7rGF 1 19), Achaeus (TrGF'I 20), Philocles
(TrGF'1 24); cf. Higg (2010) 114.

92. Regarding their reception during the first half of the fourth century, see Taplin (2014)
141-142; Duncan and Liapis (2019) 184-185. All these poets either first produced
plays or achieved their first victory during the decade 380-370; only Astydamas the
Younger is reported to have remained active after the mid-fourth century (his recorded
agonistic victories at the Dionysia and Lenaea span from the years 372 to 340); see
Liapis and Stephanopoulos (2019) 30-58. Thus, the poets mentioned in the Poetics
support a dating of the work to Aristotle’s first Athenian period (up to 347); cf. Burkert
(1975) 67-72; see also n. 7 above.



THE TRAGIC POETS IN ARISTOTLE’S POETICS 171

remain two obscure cases —Sthenelus and Dicaeogenes— for whom scant
evidence survives; nevertheless, the satirical treatment of Sthenelus in com-
edy presumably made him familiar to the theatre-going public, while the
tragedian Dicaeogenes is probably to be identified as the dithyrambic poet
renowned for his musical innovations in the early fourth century.”” Conse-
quently, Aristotle’s choice of exemplars appears to have been dictated not
only by qualitative considerations but, primarily, by the familiarity of these
poets to the treatise’s intended audience.

Furthermore, the status accorded to Euripides in the Poetics corre-
sponds closely to his prominence on the fourth-century stage. That Euripi-
des’ plays were performed far more extensively than those of the other two
major tragedians is well attested by numerous sources. This is evident, first
of all, from the sheer number of scattered references in fourth-century liter-
ature, where Euripides is by far the most frequently quoted playwright —
second only to Homer in total poetic citations.”* Euripides also ranks highly
within the Aristotelian corpus, being is surpassed in the number of poetic
citations only by Homer,” and standing first among the tragedians. Beyond
the Poetics, the Aristotelian corpus contains:

93. An inscription dating from the early fourth century records a performance —and pos-
sibly a victory— by Dicaeogenes with a dithyramb at the Dionysia of Acharnae (/G 11?
3092): TrGF'152 T2 = DID B6; Csapo & Slater (1995) II1.A.54. For the parody of
Sthenelus in comedy, see n. 28 above. Parallel to this is the reference to the fifth-cen-
tury actor Callippides (61b32-62al1), whose acting style was ridiculed by Strattis and
Aristophanes; see Stefanis (1988) no. 1348; Braund (2000) 151-158; Miles (2009)
146-153. Both instances presuppose an audience with knowledge of theatrical history;
cf. Halliwell (2018) 27.

94. As Hose (2020) 16-20 points out, Homer’s dominance in the Athenian intellectual
sphere remained undisputed and was never challenged by tragedy, even throughout the
Classical period. Cf. the evidence gathered by Wright (2024) 20-21, who ascribes Eu-
ripides’ pre-eminence among the tragedians to the sententious character of his style, ar-
guing that this reflects an ‘authorial strategy’ designed to ensure his verses would remain
etched in the minds of his audience (pp. 49-50). Wright’s observation on Euripidean
style is further corroborated by the Rhetoric, where the chapter on the use of maxims in
oratory draws mainly on examples from Euripides’ tragedies (2.21.1394a19-1395b20).
This, however, does not necessarily substantiate a deliberate ‘strategy’ on Euripid-
es’ part; Wright overlooks the fact that maxims are no less prevalent in Aeschylus and
Sophocles; indeed, they represent a hallmark of a genre, which engages with fundamen-
tal questions of human existence.

95. Homer is mentioned by name sixty-three times, with more than sixty further references to
his works. It should be noted that fragmentary or spurious works attributed to Aristotle
have been excluded from these statistical data.
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— sixteen explicit references to Euripides by name,” as well as over
twenty further instances where his plays are cited or his verses quoted;’’
— twelve references to Sophocles by name, together with two fur-
ther passages that record a play and quote verses attributed to him;*
— two references by name to Aeschylus, and one to a play of his;"
— six references each to Agathon and Theodectes, three to Carci-
nus, two to Chaeremon, and four to Antiphon — a tragic poet active in
the first half of the fourth century who is not mentioned in the Poetics.'"

In most instances, the philosopher passes no value judgements on the po-

ets or their dramaturgy;

191 the sole exceptions, found in the Rhetoric, con-

cern observations on the stylistic features of Euripides’ tragedies.'”* Taken

96.

97.

98.

99.

100.

101.

102.

Rhet. 1384b15, 1400b23, 1404b25, 1405228, 1415220, 1416a29; EN 1110a28,
1136al1, 1142a2, 1155b2; Pol. 1277219, 1310234, 1311b33, 1339a19; EE 1244al0;
Sens. 443b30-444a3.

Rhet. 1370b3-4, 1371228, 1371b33-34, 1394a25-b26, 1395b27-30, 1397a7-22,
1407b31, 1409b9 (the verses are misattributed to Sophocles), 1411b28-31, 1415b21,
1417a16, 1418b16; EN 1111al11-13, 1129b25-1130al13, 1154b2-34, 1167a22-b16,
1168a28-b15, 1169b3-22- EE 1235a16-22, 1235b19-23, 1238a11-13, 1238a30-34,
1239b20-24.

Rhet. 1373b9-11, 1375233-35, 1400b17, 1415a21, 1416b1, 1417a29-31, 1417b18-
20, 1418b32; EN 1146a18-21, 1151b17-22; Metaph. 1015a30-31. Euripidean verse
erroneously attributed to Sophocles (Rhet. 1409b9-12). Cited anonymously: Rhet.
1398a3; EE 1242a37.

Rhet. 1398b27; EN 1111a10; HA 633a17-19. A verse of uncertain authorship is mi-
sattributed to Aeschylus (Rhet. 1388a8). On the passage EN 1111a10, see Munteanu
(2017) 103-104.

Agathon: Rhet. 1392b5-9, 1402a9-12; EE 1229b39-1230a2, 1232b7-9; EN 1139b7-
13, 1140a16-23. Theodectes: Pol. 1255a32-38; EN 1150b6-9; Rhet. 1397b1-5,
1399b29-31, 1400a27-29, 1401a36-40. Carcinus: Rhet. 1400b10, 1417b18; EN
1150b10. Chaeremon: Rhet. 1400b25, 1413b13. Antiphon: Rhet. 1379b11-17,
1385a10-13, 1399b26-28; EE 1239a35-38 (cf. EN 1159a28-33). Hanink (2014a) 204-
205 remarks that the series of references to fourth-century tragedians in the discussion of
the topoi of enthymemata in Rhet. 2.23.1397a7-1400b33 reflects the influence of rhetoric
on their dramatic output. This, however, holds true only for Theodectes; citations of
other poets within this chapter are comparatively sparse.

Sullivan (1933-34) 70 concludes that Aristotle held Euripides’ art in high esteem, on the
grounds of the many references in the Rhetoric and the fact that he criticises the poet’s
choices in only two instances. However, apart from a few exceptions (see n. 102 below),
in all other passages the references to the great playwright function simply as examples
rather than as value judgements.

The poet’s stylistic choices in Telephus (1405a28) and Meleager (1409b9-12) are criti-
cised — the latter having been misattributed by the philosopher to Sophocles. Converse-
ly, the poet’s expressive modes and their profound effect on both actors and audience are

favourably discussed (1404b18-25).
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together, Aristotle’s remarks on the poets and his quotations from their
plays —stripped of their dramatic context— shed light on the issues ad-
dressed in his philosophical treatises.'”’
extent of Aristotle’s familiarity all dramatic production,
the dominant literary trends of the fourth century, in which Euripides fig-
ured so prominently.'?”

Evidence for the broad dissemination of Euripidean drama is further
provided by fourth-century vase-painting, where scenes often echo specific
tragic configurations of myth.'%

In iconography, the predominance of mythological themes associated
with Euripidean drama 1s chiefly attested outside Attica. Oliver Taplin,
who examined fourth-century vase paintings from South Italy and Sicily
depicting tragic subjects, associates forty-two with Euripides, twenty one
with Aeschylus, and only nine with Sophocles;'?” the pattern is much the
1% The remarkable popularity of Euripid-
es —and, to a lesser extent, of Aeschylus— outside Athens is attributed to
performances of both poets in Sicily and of Euripides in Macedonia.'®

These references demonstrate the

104 35 well as with

same in Hellenistic Macedonia.

103. On the function of quotations in the Poetics, Rhetoric, and Nicomachean Ethics, see Hin-
man (1935); for Euripides in the Rheforic, see Wright (2024) 11-13.

104. According to Wright (2024) 17, the vast majority of tragic quotations found in other liter-
ary genres derive from gnomic anthologies, which were exceptionally widespread during
the fourth century. This is not the case with Aristotle’s treatises, where the references
demonstrate a profound knowledge of the plays as a whole; cf. also Hall (2021) 504.

105. Wilson (1996) 312-317 observes that tragic quotations in rhetorical speeches derive pri-
marily from Sophocles and Euripides and constitute an appeal “to the authority of an
idealised past”; indeed, Aeschines introduces Euripides as “a poet than whom none is
wiser” (1.115). See also Hose (2020) 16-20, who notes that tragic quotations in oratory
are comparatively limited (especially when set against Homeric ones) and serve political
agendas — particularly the Euripidean excerpts in the speeches of Lycurgus, Aeschines,
and Demosthenes.

106. For an overview of scholarship on the connection between vase-painting and theatrical
performance, see the insightful overview in Kephalidou (2008) 646-647 with n. 25, and
Liapis, Panayotakis and Harrison (2013) 11-13; see also the convincing case made by
Taplin (2007) 22-28.

107. Taplin (2007) 48-87 (Aeschylus), 88-107 (Sophocles), 108-219 (Euripides), 220-267
(other poets).

108. Cf. Giannou (2018) 106-107 for a collection of Macedonian skyphoi depicting theatrical
scenes, primarily from Euripidean tragedies.

109. On the spread of theatrical production outside Attica, particularly in Sicily and Southern
Italy, see Taplin (2007) 5-15. For the activities of Aeschylus and Euripides in Sicily,
consult Csapo and Wilson (2020) 355-364, 369-375, 394-403; Nervegna (2014) 166
172. Regarding Euripides’ theatrical activity in Macedonia, see Giannou (2016) 39-41.
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In Attica, too, the extant monuments associated with the poets’ works
reflect their established standing on the stage. Those connected with
Aeschylean tragedy date from the mid-fifth century; those associated with
Sophocles belong primarily to the latter half of the fifth and, more sporad-
ically, to the early fourth century; meanwhile, those relating to Euripides
begin to appear towards the end of the fifth century, spanning the entire
fourth and continuing into the third.'"

Evidence for fourth-century stage performances of tragedies, both in
Attica and elsewhere, supports this same conclusion.

To begin with, Euripides 1s the sole name preserved in the few ex-
tant inscriptional fragments''! that record fourth-century performances of
the classical repertory at the City Dionysia.''* Moreover, during the initial
years in which revivals of ‘old’ tragedies had become an established feature
of the dramatic contests, works by Euripides were frequently reintroduced
to the stage: the celebrated protagonist Neoptolemus is recorded compet-
ing with Iphigenia in Tawures in 341 and Orestes in 340, while Nicostratus
also performed in another (unidentified) tragedy of his in 339.'"?

110. The evidence provided by dramatic monuments is indicative. See Vahtikari (2014) Ap-
pendix II: Aeschylus’ Choephori (no. 153: 380), Eumenides (no. 274: 380-360), Edonz-
ans (no. 226: 350-325), Prometheus Lyomenos (no. 481: 370-360); Sophocles’ Antigone
(no. 109: 400-350), Lacaenae (no. 379: 400-390); Euripides’ degeus (no. 8: 375-350;
no. 13: 400-370; no. 14: 400-380), Alope (no. 63: 375-350), Danae (no. 215: 400-
380), Hippolytus (no. 340: 400), Iphigenia in Tauris (no. 365: 400-380), Meleager (nos.
395-399: 400-370; no. 400: 370-360), Telephus (no. 537: 375-350; no. 538: 400-370;
no. 539: 325-300); Andromeda (no. 90: 400; no. 93: 400) and Oenomaus (no. 435: 380-
370; no. 436: 400) by either Sophocles or Euripides. Cf. also the catalogues in Webster
(1967) 153-165, incorporating Euripides’ Cretes (350), Medea (400-380), and Sthen-
eboea (400/380); moreover, the depictions of Andromeda are attributed to Euripides’
play. According to Taplin (2007) 29-33, among the fourth-century Attic vase-paintings,
only the representations of Euripides’ Iphigenia in Tauris, Andromeda, and Telephus
can be securely linked to theatrical performances. Conversely, the two vases depicting
scenes from Aeschylus’ Oresteia (nos. 1 and 6, pp. 50, 58-60) refer back to fifth-century
vase-painting rather than to an actual performance. On the scant traces of Aeschylean
drama in fourth-century Athens, see also Nervegna (2014) 172-176; Vahtikari (2014)
153-163, 175-181; and Marshall (2023) 421.

111. On the inscriptions preserving data on dramatic contests (Didaskaliai, Victor Lists, and
Fast), see Pickard-Cambridge (1968) 101-120; Csapo and Slater (1995) 1.B.100-102;
and Millis (2014) 425-445. For the dating of these inscriptions and their relationship to
Aristotle’s Didaskaliaz, see Blum (1991) 27-31 (with further references).

112. IG1I* 2318, 332.

113.1G 1I* 2318, 201-203; IG 11> 2320, 1 fI., 18 ff., 32 fI. For Neoptolemus and Nicostratus,
see Stephanis (1988) nos. 1797 and 1864.
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In addition, the literary evidence confirms the predominance of Euri-
pides and Sophocles on the Attic stage: references exist for performances
of Sophocles’ Antigone and potentially his Electra and Oenomaus,'*
Euripides is represented by productions of Cresphontes, Thyestes, Hecu-
ba, and other plays;'!® conversely, there is little trace of the presence of
Aeschylus in the theatre.''® Besides, the parodies by comic poets, who
mocked Euripides throughout the Classical period, provide reliable evi-
dence of his enduring stage presence;'!” for the success of a comedy de-
pends on audience familiarity with the original material — an intimacy
shared by all present, not just the literate elite who might have accessed a

written copy or a collection of excerpts.'®

while

114. Demosthenes mentions a performance of Oenomaus with Aeschines as toitaywviotic
(18.242; cf. 18.180) and several performances of Antigone involving the actors Theo-
dorus and Aristodemus (19.246; cf. [Plut.] Vit. X orat. 840a); see TrGF IV, pp. 380-
381. See also Csapo and Wilson (2020) 16-17 and 186-187, who clarify that these
performances took place during the Rural Dionysia. An anecdote presupposes a perfor-
mance of Sophocles’ Electra by Theodorus (Plut. Quaest. conv. 737b). All these perfor-
mances are dated before 347 (possibly around 365-360) based on the actors’ careers and
the events mentioned; see also Stephanis (1988) nos. 90, 332, 1157, 1303.

115. Demosth. 19.337, 18.267 (Cressae, Troades, Hecuba), 18.180 (Cresphontes). On the at-
tribution of the role of Thyestes to the tragedy Cressae, see TrGF V 40, p. 496. Plutarch
records another incident in which the tragic actor Satyrus declares his preference for the
works of Euripides and Sophocles (Plut. Dem. 7.1-6); see Stephanis (1988) no. 2241.
For information from later authors, see Pickard-Cambridge (1968) 100 n. 3.

116. For a testimony of doubtful validity (Alciphron 3.12) claiming that an actor named
Licymnius specialised in Aeschylean drama, see Pickard-Cambridge (1968) 100 n. 4;
Xanthakis-Karamanos (1980) 23 n. 6; Stephanis (1988) no. 1552; Nervegna (2014)
166-167.

117. Within the corpus of surviving fragments (PCG), there are two mentions of Aeschylus by
name (Anaxilas, fr. 19.1; Menander, Aspis 414) and two of Sophocles (Antiphanes, fr.
1.6; Philiscus, fr. 215.2). Nervegna (2014) 167 suggests two further possible echoes of
Aeschylus in Middle Comedy (Alexis, fr. 83; Amphis, fr. 16); see also Nervegna (2018)
120 on the echoes of Eumenides in Timocles’ comedy Orestautoclerdes. Conversely,
Euripides was the target par excellence of comic poets, both during the fifth and early
fourth centuries (as seen in the works of Aristophanes, Cratinus, Teleclides, Theopom-
pus, Plato Comicus, and Strattis) and throughout the fourth century within Middle and
New Comedy; cf., for instance: Nicostratus, fr. 28.3; Anaxandrides, fr. 32.3; Antiphanes,
frr. 113.5, 207.7-8; Ephippus, frr. 9.2, 16.5; Eubulus, frr. 26-27.1; Axionicus, frr. tit.
3-4.1, 3.1; Philippides, frr. 18.2, tit. 22-24.1; Diphilus, frr. 60.1, 73.3-4; Philemon,
frr. 130.3, 3.1, 213.2; Menander, Aspis 427. See Mastromarco (2006) 147-149; Hanink
(2014b) 191-200; Wright (2024) 73-91.

118. Paratragedy in comedy presupposes both dramatic competitions and recitations of trag-
ic monologues or songs at symposia; see Xanthakis-Karamanos (1980) 32-33; Mastro-

marco (2006) 148-149, 169-171; Wright (2024) 88-89. Cf. also Hose (2020) 31, who



176 T. GIANNOU

Euripides was also the preferred choice of itinerant actors who
staged productions throughout the Attic demes and across the broader
Greek-speaking world, participating in both established and occasional fes-
tivals.!'? Such activity is attested as early as the Classical period, especial-
ly in Macedonia, where performances and contests were organized within
both cultic contexts and commemorative events, such as victory celebra-
120 Leading actors of touring troupes selected their
repertoire based on popular appeal and the prospect of securing victory
in dramatic contests.'?!

tions or royal weddings.

Fragmentary as the surviving evidence is, it con-
firms that the widespread success of Euripides in the fourth century was
due to the predominance of actors'#* who chose to perform his plays at the
City Dionysia and other festivals (in Attica and elsewhere) that permitted
the inclusion of ‘old’ tragedies.'* As Aristotle himself notes in the Rhetoric
(1403b33), from the early fourth century onwards it was the actors, rather
than the poets, who became the true stars of the theatre.'**

agrees that paratragedy cannot be based on the reading of tragedies — a practice that,
moreover, was hardly common in the fourth century.

119. For festivals held in the Attic demes, see Csapo and Wilson (2015) 319-328; see also Le
Guen (2019) 171-173, who collects evidence for performances of new tragedies as well
as revivals at festivals outside Attica. For performances of Euripides’ plays during the
fourth century, consult Vahtikari (2014) 125-198 and Appendix III; Csapo and Wilson
(2020) 536-537, 584-586, 700.

120. Giannou (2016) 44-50.

121. Evidence for the activities of actors becomes more abundant during the Hellenistic pe-
riod, as the Artists of Dionysus organised themselves into professional guilds (xowd);
see Le Guen (2001) I1.5-40 and Aneziri (2003) 37-41. According to Le Guen (2001)
41-56, the earliest evidence for the formation of these associations dates to 294, while
the first decree of the Athenian Guild of Dionysiac Artists is recorded in 279. As Taplin
(2019) 144-146 observes, the spread of dramatic competitions throughout the Greek
world could not have occurred suddenly in the third century; see also Giannou (2016)
56-66, where the theatrical explosion outside Athens from the early fourth century on-
wards is linked to the policy of the Macedonian kings.

122. As Wise (2008) 399-407 points out, the reperformances of ‘old’ tragedies to a large ex-
tent determined which fifth-century plays survived, as they resonated with the aesthetic
sensibilities of fourth-century audiences; there is, however, no evidence to support her
hypothesis (pp. 399-400) that “only excerpts of tragedies”, rather than complete plays,
were presented in the context of dramatic contests.

123. On the posthumous reception of Euripides’ plays, see Duncan and Liapis (2019) 183 n.
19; Mastronarde (2010) 1-9; Nervegna (2014) 162-166.

124. The establishment of the actors’ contest (c. 449) marked a turning point, after which
their influence on performance practice gradually expanded. Furthermore, the reperfor-
mances of fifth-century tragedies provided a significant impetus to the acting profession;
cf. Lamari (2017) 105-107. It is reported that many actors introduced interpolations
into the works of the great tragedians, a fact that may have prompted Lycurgus to com-
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Aristotle attributes Euripides’ popularity among actors to his dramatic
style. As noted in the Rhetoric (1404b18-25), the renowned protagonist
Theodorus maintained that the language of Euripides resonated perfect-
ly with his natural delivery, enabling him to speak as though he were in-
deed the character he was playing. Aristotle acknowledges this when he
notes that Euripides was the first poet to successfully adapt his diction
both to the persona of the speaker and the specific requirements of the
plot (Edguridns mouel xai dnédeiée mpdrog). His expressive style appears
perfectly natural for each of his characters while retaining the elevated idi-
om appropriate to poetic diction.'® Both these qualities are characteristic
of Euripides’ work: the naturalness that lends itself to a persuasive perfor-
mance, and the elevated style that elicits the audience’s admiration and in-
tensifies the pleasure they derive from the play.'*

The Rhetoric provides further insight into this preference, noting that
actors gravitate toward tragedies that showcase their ability to render the
emotions of those suffering misfortune (7wpo¢ éxaotor mwdbog), enabling
them to evoke profound audience emotion, thereby securing victory in the
dramatic contests (1403b27-32). The philosopher returns to this issue in
Chapter 12 (1413b8-17), arguing that the style appropriate for the stage
1s the one best suited for oral delivery and dramatic acting (&ywviotixn 6¢
1) dmoxptTixwtdry); this style either highlights the character of the tragic
persona (70w Aé£i5) or conveys their emotions (wabnzixy Aé£ig).'*” For

mission an official text and enact a law for its safekeeping ([Plut.] Vit. X orat. 8411); see
Pickard-Cambridge (1968) 100 and Hose (2020) 30. Hose (2020) 24-29 notes that
actors’ interpolations in the texts constitute another significant source of evidence for
the fourth-century revivals of Euripides. Furthermore, Duncan and Liapis (2019) 198
observe that the multitude of interpolations discernible in Euripides’ Orestes clearly in-
dicates the play’s prominent status in the reperformances of ‘old’ tragedies. On the pre-
dominance of actors in the fourth century, see Easterling (2002) 427-441; Csapo (2010)
85-89; Duncan and Liapis (2019) 195-196.

125. Cf. Poet. 58a18-b23, 58b31-59a4. These favourable assessments complement the phi-
losopher’s praise of the skillful balance between elevated poetic diction and ordinary
speech in Euripides’ work; see above, p. 163 with n. 64.

126. Cf. Rhet. 1404b8-12. Aristotle maintains that excessive artifice and over-elaboration in
speech arouse suspicion and diminish the audience’s trust; moreover, every character
and occasion demands an appropriate mode of expression — for instance, ornate diction
is inappropriate for a slave or when dealing with trivial matters (1404b15-21). As Si-
fakis (2002) 162 notes, Aristotle praises Euripides’ more ‘realistic’ style for enhancing the
verisimilitude of the performance. On this feature of Euripidean style, see Mastronarde
(2010) 209-210; for a general overview of Euripides’ language, see Battezzato (2020)
545-570 with bibliography.

127. The same terms in the Poetics designate two of the four species of tragedy: ethical (70¢7))
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this reason, actors tend to select for reperformance those tragedies whose
speeches most vividly reveal the ethos or emotions of the dramatis perso-
nae;'* likewise, poets favour actors who are capable of delivering such pas-
sages effectively (00 xai oi dmoxpital ta Towadta T@Y dpaudtwy didxovot,
xal ol wouTal Tovs ToodTovs). Aristotle recognises that playwrights adapt
their plots to the realities of the stage while determining the mode of per-
formance; specifically, in constructing the plot, they account for the de-
livery, movements, and gestures that enable the actors to effectively elicit
the spectators’ emotions (1386a32-33).'* In the Poetics (55a22-32), the
philosopher similarly advises the playwright to construct the plot by set-
ting the scenes before his eyes, visualising the action vividly as if he were an
actual eyewitness.'”’

In this respect too, Euripides stands out as the most effective of all poets
in eliciting pity and fear in the audience (tpayixdraroc), insofar as he de-
picts heroes who transition from a state of happiness to absolute misery (Po-
et. 53a23-30)."" Aristotle reproves those who criticise Euripides for this,

and pathetic (zafntixn) tragedy (55b32-56a3; cf. the corresponding classification for
epic poetry at 59b7-9).

128. The shifts in acting styles that occurred towards the end of the fifth century resulted
in a greater emphasis on emotional intensity, as attested by other sources; cf. the boast
of the actor Callippides that he could “make many people weep” (Xenophon, Symp.
3.11). According to Wise (2008) 399-407 and (2013) 134-136, a further intensification
of emotionalism emerged in fourth-century performance instigated by the actors them-
selves; contrast, however, the reservations of Hanink (2011) 325 regarding the scope
of such stylistic shifts. Additionally, Wise (2013) 129-130 erroneously concludes that
Aristotle was unaware of fifth-century stage practice and of the evolving role of actors in
fourth-century contests; among other things, she overlooks the reference to Callippides’
acting style, which indicates otherwise.

129. See Sifakis (2002) 162.

130. Cf. Heath (1996) xlvii—xlviii: “Aristotle recognised the importance of a poet’s being
aware of, and taking steps to enhance, the effect of his text in performance”. For an inter-
pretation of this passage, see Halliwell (1998) 339-340 and (2018) 33-34; see also Si-
fakis (2009) 491-492 and (2018) 99-102, where it is noted that, while the philosopher’s
inquiry in Chapter 17 of the Poetics pertains to the poet’s craft, it implicitly presupposes
the theatrical enactment of the play by the actor.

131. There is no evidence to suggest that Euripides composed more tragedies with unhap-
py endings than Sophocles. Else (1957) 278-279 argues that Euripides’ reputation as
TpayxdTaroc was established by his portrayal of heroes in rags (cf. Aristophanes, Ach.
393-489). Nevertheless, in the Poetics, this characterisation is explicitly linked to the
denouement of his plays (ai moAlal adtob eic dvoTvyiay Tedevtdow). Janko (1987) ad
53a25 conjectures that Euripides’ work was perhaps “renowned for a number of es-
pecially unhappy endings”; similarly, Bouchard (2012) 203 notes that in Euripidean

drama “the contrast between a protagonist’s good nature and his final misfortune was
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arguing that they fail to realise how theatrical experience led poets to focus
on the unbearable sufferings of tragic heroes and to treat them in a manner
calculated to move the public (54a9-13). The claim that Euripides’ trage-
dies ending in misfortune are more effective in evoking the desired effect 1s
rooted in theatrical practice, as evidenced by the reception of his dramas in
the fourth century.'?* For this reason, Aristotle adds —assuming that this is
the correct interpretation of the phrase— a crucial qualification, noting that
these plays are most effective only “if successfully performed” (a» xazog-
Bwbdow), since theatrical efficacy hinges not only on the text itself but also

on the actor’s delivery in arousing the audience’s emotional response.'”’

CONCLUSIONS

The Poetics explores the nature of tragedy by drawing from the works of
the major Classical tragedians. It explicitly acknowledges the contributions
of Aeschylus and Sophocles to the shaping of the essential features of trag-
ic poetry. It also highlights the distinctive traits of Euripidean dramaturgy,
many of which can be traced in fourth-century poets as well. Finally, various
innovations are noted — some approved (for instance, Agathon’s original
plot invention), others criticised (such as the same poet’s interpolation of
choral odes and Chaeremon’s mixing of meters). One of the criteria, then,
by which Aristotle’s references to playwrights are determined is their estab-

especially sharp”. See also Rostagni’s (1945) observation ad 53a23-24 that Euripides
was satirised for the excessive display of corpses via the dxxdxAnua.

132. Aristotle’s observation regarding the profound emotional impact of Euripidean trage-
dy is corroborated by other sources; cf. Plutarch, Pel. 29.9-11 and Mor. 334a; Aelian,
VH 14.40. On the role of actors in the reperformance of Euripides’ plays, see Hose
(2020) 22-23, 32; cf. also Easterling (1997) 215, 225, who traces the transition from
the fourth-century “classical’ repertoire and the revivals of ‘old’ tragedies to the forma-
tion of the ‘canon’ during the Hellenistic period. Furthermore, Euripides’ influence on
fourth-century poets was considerable; see Xanthakis-Karamanos (1980) 3-34; Kuch
(1993) 548-550; Easterling (1993) 559-562; Duncan (2017) 536-537; Duncan and Li-
apis (2019) 185-187.

133. The use of the passive voice leaves the meaning ambiguous: either “provided they are
appropriately performed by the actors” or “provided they are correctly constructed by
the poet”. The passage that follows, which highlights the audience’s acknowledgment
of Euripides’ technique (in contrast to other failings of the poet), points rather to the
former interpretation; see Rostagni (1945) ad 53a24-25; Halliwell (1998) 341 with n.
13; and Destrée (2021) n. 149. The latter interpretation is supported by Lucas (1972),
Janko (1987), and Hose (2024) ad 53a27-28.
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lished standing in theatrical history and their role —positive or negative— in
the evolution of the genre.

Two further significant criteria for the selection of examples in the Po-
etics are their utility in clarifying the universal features of tragedy as a genre
and their familiarity to the treatise’s intended audience.'** By applying these
two criteria in conjunction, the philosopher prioritises Oedipus Tyrannus
and the works of Euripides, followed secondarily by other Sophoclean trag-
edies and works by Aeschylus, Agathon, and Theodectes, including occa-
sional references to other fourth-century tragedians. Furthermore, despite
the dual descriptive and normative nature of the Poetics, the selected works
—with the notable exception of Oedipus Tyrannus— do not serve as exem-
plars, nor are they intended to define a tragic ‘canon’.

Aristotle’s theoretical framework in the Poetics takes for granted the per-
formative nature of tragedy within a competitive setting. Indeed, as 1s ex-
plicitly stated at the outset (47a9-10), the aim of his normative prescriptions
1s the artistic success of poetic production (nd¢ del ovvioracbar Tods pbdbovs
&l uérdew nalddds E ew 1) moinoig).””® The role of stage performance remains
a decisive factor in the positive or negative assessment of various aspects of
the tragic art:

(1) Scene-painting, introduced by Sophocles, was an important
innovation, for it enhanced the visual elements of the performance
(49a18-19).

(11) The reduction of choral odes to melodic interludes, which of-
fered mere entertainment while interrupting the plot, is censured, as it
effectively marginalised the role of the chorus (56a25-32).

(111) Euripides is praised for his transition to a more realistic tragic
1diom; his diction reconciles two virtues which, in combination, evoke
the audience’s admiration and pleasure: a sense of naturalness, which
facilitates the actor’s identification with his role, and poetic elevation
(58b31-59a4).

(tv) Chaeremon’s mixing of dramatic and heroic metres in his Cen-
taurus is reproached, for the latter i1s deemed 1ll-suited to stage perfor-

mance (47b20-23, 60al-2).

134. Cf. Bywater (1909) ad 52b14, who notes that the Poetics is a practical treatise composed
“with reference to the theatrical conditions of the time”.
135. Jakob (2004) 32, 69. Cf. Kinkade (2021) 16-17, who rightly observes that Aristotle’s aim

1s “to illuminate the qualities of effective poetry”.
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(v) Also deprecated is the composite form of recognition involv-
ing fallacious reasoning on the part of the audience (éx mapaloyiouod
700 fedroov), as exemplified in the tragedy Odysseus Pseudangelos
(55al2-16).

(vi) Oedipus Tyrannus is praised for its internal plot structure,
which proves as evocative in the mere narration of the story as in its
theatrical performance — unlike those tragedies that rely on spectacu-
lar or monstrous elements to elicit a visceral reaction from the audience
(53b1-10).

(vi1) Criticism is levelled at plots where the resolution fails to follow
logically from the unfolding of events but necessitates artificial devices,
such as the intervention of a deus ex machina in the Medea (54a37-b2).

(vii) The comparison between Oedipus Tyrannus and the Iliad
underscores that the proper magnitude of a tragedy is governed by the
requirement for structural unity in a performed action (62a18-b11; cf.

50b34-51al1).

Throughout the discussion of examples in the Poetics, it is emphasised
that audience reactions had a decisive impact —often negative— on the de-
cisions made by poets during the composition of their tragedies:

(a) ‘Contemporary’ poets placed greater emphasis on the reasoning
of tragic heroes, tailoring speeches to satisfy the ambitions of the actors
and impress the audience (50b7-12).

(b) The episodic structure of certain tragedies 1s ascribed either
to a fundamental lack of skill on the part of the poets or to their efforts
to accommodate star performers, composing scenes that —even at the
expense of narrative unity— allow actors to showcase their prowess in
evoking audience emotion (51b33-52al).

(¢) The expansive episodic structure of many epic poems is in-
herently incompatible with the stage, as evidenced by Agathon’s un-
successful presentation of an episodic tragedy in the dramatic contests
(56a10-19).

(d) Empirical theatrical experience gradually refined the criteria for
selecting those mythological subjects best suited to dramatic treatment
—such as the legends of Alcmaeon, Oedipus, Orestes, Meleager, Thy-
estes, Telephus—, which most effectively elicit the intrinsic pleasure in-

herent to tragedy (53a17-22, 54a9-13).
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(e) Euripides is recognised as the most tragic (rpaywxdrarog) of all
the poets who competed in dramatic contests because his plots, which
present a complete reversal of fortune from good to bad, evoke strong
emotions in the audience (53a23-30).

(f) The public’s annoyance with errors in Carcinus’ tragedy on
Amphiaraus demonstrates the need for poets to visualise the staging of
the play as they work out the plot (55a22-29).

Aristotle disapproves of the influence that the audience’s ‘emotional
weakness’ exerts on tragic composition. Specifically, he observes that owing
to this intellectual frailty (dca iy T@v Oedrpwy aobéveiar), poets succumb
to the spectators’ desire (xat’ edyny mootvres Toic Hearaic) for plots with
a double outcome —happy for the virtuous and unhappy for the wicked—
thereby failing to achieve the oixeia 7dovy} (53a30-39). Moreover, the art of
acting faces criticism for employing movements and gestures intended to
appeal to a vulgar audience (61b29-62a13)"° — a change in aesthetic per-
ception that began to develop towards the end of the fifth century and was
adopted by actors in the fourth."?” This creates a vicious circle of complicity
between actors and spectators: audiences are captivated by the virtuosity of
the performers, lavishing applause on those who most evoke their emotions,
while actors, in turn, favour roles in which the heroes’ sufferings resonate
most powerfully with the public.'”® The philosopher, however, explicitly

136. Taplin (2019) 149-150 rightly observes that the criticism here is directed primarily at
histrionic excess; it is nevertheless difficult to accept his view that “Aristotle has set up a
false competition between reading and performance and declared reading to be the win-
ner”. Aristotle does not suggest that tragedy is intended for reading, but rather that the
artistic value of the composition is independent of the quality of the delivery. Moreover,
there is no evidence from the Classical period for tragedies intended for non-theatrical
presentation — including the works of Chaeremon (see n. 33 above).

137. The philosopher focuses on a histrionic style unsuited to the tragic genre, such as that for
which Callippides (see n. 128 above) and other ‘contemporary’ actors —who adopted his
acting technique— were criticised; see Csapo (2002) 128-131, 146. As Tsitsiridis (2024)
944-945 observes, “this anecdote illustrates the differentiation in aesthetic perceptions
that had occurred in the theatre in the second half of the fifth century”. For the interpre-
tation of the phrase xai vdv dA4ois as “and now other actors”, see Halliwell (1995) ad loc.
It should not be inferred, however, that Aristotle undervalued the profession of the actor;
on the contrary, as Hall (2021) 497 notes, Aristotle shows his high regard for actors and
acting in his Rhetoric and Nicomachean Ethics. On Aristotle’s views on performance, see
Sifakis (2002) 160-164.

138. In the Rhetoric, it 1s noted that orators and tragic actors often prevail owing to the audi-
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distinguishes between the intrinsic merit of the poetic composition, which
1s due to the rules of the art, and the success of a performance dependent
on the actors’ skill, as evidenced in both the Poetics and the Rhetoric.® He
stresses, therefore, that tragedies must be evaluated as autonomous poetic
entities (dta yap Tod dvaywdoxew pavepd omola Tic éoTw), apart from any
considerations of theatrical performance (Poetics 62a11-18; cf. 50b16-19).

Aristotle examines tragedy as a literary genre from a theoretical stand-
point, in order to define poetic composition in its universal dimension.'*
At the same time, while the philosopher focuses primarily on the poetic art,
he evaluates the text’s effectiveness within the framework of its reception,
explicitly acknowledging that dyic may elicit the tragic emotions of pity
and fear in the spectators (53b1-14; cf. Rhet. 1386a25-b1). In addition,
although Aristotle accords primacy to plot over character (50al15-25), he
nonetheless treats the two as fundamentally inseparable, both requiring the-
atrical realisation if tragedy is to achieve its full emotional efficacy. Tragic
composition, though grounded in the organisation of mythic material into
a coherent poetic structure governed by probability and necessity, attains
completion only in performance. It is on stage that: “the ethos of the drama-
tis personae 1s moulded and disclosed through embodied enactment —ges-
ture, movement, vocal delivery, emotional expression— and, ultimately,
through deliberation, choice, and action”.'*! This implies that, to ensure
the success of a play, the poet must take into account not only the dramatic
portrayal of the character and sufferings of tragic heroes, but also the per-
formative skill of the actors who will bring them to life in the theatre (cf.
62a16-17). Seen 1in this light, Aristotle suggests that Euripides' performa-
tive appeal cannot be disregarded, as evidenced by his enduring popularity
with fourth-century audiences.

In conclusion, the contribution of theatrical performance to the com-
position and impact of tragic poetry is by no means overlooked, even if not
explicitly theorised by Aristotle. On the contrary, examples drawn from

ence’s corruption (0d T7y 0B dxpoatod woylnoiay), as listeners tend to favour the kind of
affective acting that provides the greatest pleasure and impact (1404a5-8).

139. 4 yap tijc Toaypdias dbvaus xal dvev dydvos xai dmoxpitdy Eotw (Poet. 50b18-21);
xal 0T @loews T0 moxgLTinoy lvar, xal dreyvéTepov, mepl 0¢ Ty AéEw Evreyvov (Rhet.
1404a15-16). Hence the designation dreyvéregor does not imply a disparagement of the
theatrical performance (see n. 3 above); cf. Tsitsiridis (2010) 33-34, Sifakis (2018) 93.

140. As Hose (2020) 36-38 highlights, Aristotle’s treatment of tragedy as a literary text marks
aradical departure from the cultural practice of the Classical era.

141. Sifakis (2011) 13.
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Classical tragedy suggest that the Poetics reveals, at several points, Aristot-
le’s awareness of fourth-century theatrical practice and performance culture,
especially in his discussions of actors, audience response, staging, and the
reperformance of earlier tragedy — all areas deeply marked by Euripidean
influence. Empirical theatrical activity —though scrutinised by the philoso-
pher for tendencies detrimental to the genre’s evolution— nonetheless plays
a pivotal role in the formulation of Aristotle’s theory of tragedy.
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