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Tragedy 
 

Tragedy, then, is an imitation of an action that is serious, complete, and of a certain magnitude; 
in language embellished with each kind of artistic ornament, the several kinds being found in 

separate parts of the play; in the form of action, not of narrative; through pity and fear effecting 
the proper purgation of these emotions. By 'language embellished,' I mean language into which 
rhythm, 'harmony,' and song enter. By 'the several kinds in separate parts,' I mean, that some 

parts are rendered through the medium of verse alone, others again with the aid of song. (6.2-3) 
 

Action 
 
Again, Tragedy is the imitation of an action; and an action implies personal agents, who 

necessarily possess certain distinctive qualities both of character and thought; for it is by these 
that we qualify actions themselves, and these—thought and character—are the two natural 

causes from which actions spring, and on actions again all success or failure depends. Hence, the 
Plot is the imitation of the action: for by plot I here mean the arrangement of the incidents. By 
Character I mean that in virtue of which we ascribe certain qualities to the agents. Thought is 

required wherever a statement is proved, or, it may be, a general truth enunciated. (6.5-6) 
 

A well constructed plot should, therefore, be single in its issue, rather than double as some 
maintain. The change of fortune should be not from bad to good, but, reversely, from good to 
bad. It should come about as the result not of vice, but of some great error or frailty, in a 

character either such as we have described, or better rather than worse. (13.4) 
 

Reversal 
 
Reversal of the Situation is a change by which the action veers round to its opposite, subject 

always to our rule of probability or necessity. Thus in the Oedipus, the messenger comes to cheer 
Oedipus and free him from his alarms about his mother, but by revealing who he is, he produces 

the opposite effect. (11.1) 
 
[T]o define the matter roughly, we may say that the proper magnitude is comprised within such 

limits, that the sequence of events, according to the law of probability or necessity, will admit of 
a change from bad fortune to good, or from good fortune to bad. (7.7) 

 
Recognition 
 

Recognition, as the name indicates, is a change from ignorance to knowledge, producing love or 
hate between the persons destined by the poet for good or bad fortune. The best form of 

recognition is coincident with a Reversal of the Situation, as in the Oedipus. […T]he recognition 
which is most intimately connected with the plot and action is, as we have said, the recognition 
of persons. This recognition, combined, with Reversal, will produce either pity or fear; and 

actions producing these effects are those which, by our definition, Tragedy represents. Moreover, 
it is upon such situations that the issues of good or bad fortune will depend. Recognition, then, 

being between persons, it may happen that one person only is recognised 1 by the other-when the 
latter is already known—or it may be necessary that the recognition should be on both sides. 
(11.2-5)  

                                                 
1
 N.B. British spellings have not been Americanized  
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Scene of Suffering 
 

Two parts, then, of the Plot—Reversal of the Situation and Recognition—turn upon surprises. A 
third part is the Scene of Suffering. The Scene of Suffering is a destructive or painful action, 

such as death on the stage, bodily agony, wounds and the like. (11.6)  
 
Character 

 
In respect of Character there are four things to be aimed at. First, and most important, it must be 

good. Now any speech or action that manifests moral purpose of any kind will be expressive of 
character: the character will be good if the purpose is good. This rule is relative to each class. 
Even a woman may be good, and also a slave; though the woman may be said to be an inferior 

being, and the slave quite worthless. The second thing to aim at is propriety. There is a type of 
manly valour; but valour in a woman, or unscrupulous cleverness, is inappropriate. Thirdly, 

character must be true to life: for this is a distinct thing from goodness and propriety, as here 
described. The fourth point is consistency: for though the subject of the imitation, who suggested 
the type, be inconsistent, still he must be consistently inconsistent. (15.1-4) 

 
But most important of all is the structure of the incidents. For Tragedy is an imitation, not of 

men, but of an action and of life, and life consists in action, and its end is a mode of action, not a 
quality. Now character determines men's qualities, but it is by their actions that they are happy or 
the reverse. Dramatic action, therefore, is not with a view to the representation of character: 

character comes in as subsidiary to the actions. Hence the incidents and the plot are the end of a 
tragedy; and the end is the chief thing of all. Again, without action there cannot be a tragedy; 

there may be without character. (6.9-11) 
 
The Chorus too should be regarded as one of the actors; it should be an integral part of the 

whole, and share in the action, in the manner not of Euripides but of Sophocles. (18.7) 
 

Complication & Unravelling 
 
Every tragedy falls into two parts—Complication and Unravelling or Denouement. Incidents 

extraneous to the action are frequently combined with a portion of the action proper, to form the 
Complication; the rest is the Unravelling. By the Complication I mean all that extends from the 

beginning of the action to the part which marks the turning-point to good or bad fortune. The 
Unravelling is that which extends from the beginning of the change to the end. (18.1) 
 

Thought 
 

Under Thought is included every effect which has to be produced by speech, the subdivisions 
being,—proof and refutation; the excitation of the feelings, such as pity, fear, anger, and the like; 
the suggestion of importance or its opposite. Now, it is evident that the dramatic incidents must 

be treated from the same points of view as the dramatic speeches, when the object is to evoke the 
sense of pity, fear, importance, or probability. The only difference is, that the incidents should 

speak for themselves without verbal exposition; while the effects aimed at in speech should be 
produced by the speaker, and as a result of the speech. For what were the business of a speaker, 
if the Thought were revealed quite apart from what he says? (19.2-3) 


