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ABSTRACT

The topic of this thesis is the concept ¢ artistic
mimesis (imitation) as treated by Aristotle and Hegel.
Aristotle's Poetics has been viewed as the paradigmatic
statement of the notion of mimesis as the basis of art, and
particularly, that of tragedy. In contrast, the entire
inclination of the Hegelian aesthetic is held to be such as
to place it far from any sympathy with the mimetic school.
Hegel's idealism, with its credo that the material realm is
only intelligible as an embodiment of what is spiritual, and
hence, that art must be a second creator of the world in
order that mind can be consciously present in art, is bound
to reject any notion of mimesis which requires an adherence
to a servil: 1.2chanical and static reproduction of naturc.
It is my intention to defend the Aristotelian theory of
mimesis from the Hegelian charge that due to its non-
creative and purely naturalistic orientation, imitation
stands as an inadequate basis for the production of true
art.

That Hegel leans toward an almost undeviating adherence
to the insular view that mimesis is little more than
illusionistic mimicry, and as such, sure anathema to his
view of the essential nature of art, can be readily seen.

Critical passages in the Philosophy of Mind (PM) and the



iii

Berlin Aesthetics: Lectures On Fine Art (LFA), are

indicative of a definite dismissal of both inferior and
positive aspects of the mimetic theory of representation. I
intend to examine the validity of Hegel's reduction of
mimesis to that which is unacceptable to the domain of
worthy art, and to attempt to demonstrate how and why
characteristics proper to Aristotelian mimetic theory need
not be, one and ai.l, rejected by Hegel.

In Chapter One, I focus on the Aristotelian statement
of imitation in the Poetics, and I concentrate on the idea
of the tragedian as an inventive maker of plots, one who is
concerned with fostering the recognition of universals.
Chapter Two presents an examination of the notion of
imitation as the basis of literary art. Here I present the
reader with some idea of the divergent views and

connotations that have evolved j. imitation theory. In

Chapter Three, T examine Hegel's philosophy of geist, the
role consigned to nature in contrast to the self-conscious,
and the evolution of art as insight into the Absolute. A
critique of Hegel's textual treatment of imitation is the
primary subject of my fourth chapter.

In both Chapters Four and Five, I point to the narrow
mindedness of the view of mimesis as copy or mimicry.
Mimesis can be artistic activity that is creative and
synthetic. Finally, the fifth chapter considers the

possibility of any common ground between the Aristotelian
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and Hegelian ideas of mimesis and I argue that Hegel errs in
his analysis and that he is blind to various elements and

aesthetic characteristics of which imitation is composed.
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CHAPTER ONE

ARISTOTLE'S VISION OF MIMESIS

An_Introduction to Mimetic Theory

The notion of artistic mimesis (imitation) was well
established prior to the date of Aristotle's treatise on the
art of poetry (c. 330 B.C.). The Aristotelian reply to the
Platonic rejection of mimesis in Book X of the Republic is a
systematic response to an interpretation of a theory of art
to whizh allusions had been made by such early Greek writers
as Homer (8th century B.C.), Xenophon (c. 430-350 B.C.), the
historian and author of Memorabilia ("Recollections of
Socrates"), and the 0ld Comedy playwright, Aristophanes (c.
450-385 B.C.).' Imong the most cited, and perhaps the most
unintentionally misleading, statements of mimesis is the
somewhat later account of Pliny the Elder (23-79 A.D.), in
whose Natural History is presented an account of the artist
Xeuxis's production of a deceptive tableau to rival reality.
Another contemporary artist, Parrhasius, is said to have

painted drapery so seemingly real that a patron attempted to
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turn it back so as to view the art work h: anticipated
beneath.’ From antiquity onward, accounts abound of mimesis
as the production of counterfeit likenesses, the formation of
images designed to look like something else which they are
not, the making of only phantasms or pictures, not things.
Perhaps more so than any other theory of artistic
representation, mimesis has endured a wide range of
interpretation by both its proponents and its detractors. The
latter have often regarded mimetic theory as requiring art to
be the literal and unyielding duplication of an object's
cxternal and limiting aspects, with no allowance for personal
and creative contribution on the part of the artist. For its
detractors, mimetic art is mere mimicry, and it is confined
to technique.

That art should aim to copy with minute accuracy a
subject's external characteristics is certainly questionable.
Reflection on the issue ought to inform us that a~rtistic
attainment should and does go beyond the domain of what
reduces to indiscriminate duplication. Any purported
aesthetic experience whereby there is some uncertainty as to
whether the object before us pertains to the realm of artistic
creation or to that of the empirical world, may best be
described as imposing a state of inadvertent "neglect" upon
the spectator. Plato points out that such treatments are
intellectually bereft; one cannot learn anything from such

representations vis a vis the forms, and in addition, they
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lack the utility associated with the original object.
However, one can agree with this Platonic criticism and still
be sympathetic toward mimetic theory.

My intention is not to evoke the Platonic debate that a
highly naturalistic representation, e.g. that of a schooner,
is useless, in a practical sense, in comparison with the
materially-existing schooner, nor do I wish to summon the
argument that the artist knows less about his subject than
does a nautical engineer.' The utility that I am considering
here is of an epistemological nature and, as such, it is close
to the enterprise of both Plato and Aristotle. It is perhaps
best illustrated using the instance of tragic drama gua the
representation of human misfortune. Aristotle, like all who
are sympathetic to a refined view of mimesis, recognizes that
any drama that simply throws at our feet an image of human
downfall, serves only to abhor us.' We can derive none of the
genre-specific pleasures from the observation of it,
especially those pleasures of deriving knowledge. Its
experience is no more pleasurable to the observers of the
drama than to tiiose who actually experience the misfortune.
In addition, because of our removal from the actuality of
events, we cannot experience any of the knowledge gained from
hindsight that may come to those who suffer from extreme
misfortune. In the inferior imitation of tragic events, we
cannot partake in any of the experiential knowledge that may

come dearly to protagonists, nor can we infer truths - of



4

human nature or otherwise - from the observation of them.
only vicarious experience can yield us the kind of mediated
knowledge that comes from recognizing the general in the
particular event. Such induction is entirely dependent upon
the situation having been laid out in a specific, artistic
manner. What is implied by this proper layout of events, is
discussed below.

In Chapter 24 of the Poetics, Aristotle credits Homer in
the following manner, "...[he] more than any other has taught
the rest of us the art of friming lies [fallacies] in the
right way." This is to say that the world represented by
mimesis may be assumed to be true because the portrayal of it
is characterized by great verisimilitude. The consequent (the
mimetic product) being so convincing, the antecedent (the

subject of mimesis) is err 1y to be true.

Characterizing them as lies, Plato condemned the narrative and
dramatic forms of poetry because they possess qualities of
arbitrariness and are unreal. In contrast, Aristotle
recognized that one may learn something from fictions properly
constructed within the order of art.

The statement of A.K. Coomaraswamy in his The
Transformation of Nature in Art, supports the Aristotelian
view of mimesis:

True art does not enter into competition with the

world: it relies on its own logic and its own

criteria, which cannot be tested by standards of

truth or goodness applicable in other fields of
activity.®



The Platonic Repudiation of

The Poetics is generally conceived to be a rebuttal to
the Platonic denunciation of artistic mimesis in Books III and
X of the Republic. Aristotle's conception of mimesis
challenges that of his predecessor, and the root of this
parting of company 1lies in the much more encompassing
differences between the two thinkers. It is beyond the scope
of the thesis to examine in detail the discrepancies between
Plato's and Aristotle's views of poetry. One need only point
to Aristotle's rejection of the Platonic notion that
particulars are incapable of yielding universal knswledge.
In his Poetics, Aristotle presents tragedy as the means by
which particular human actions can be represented in such a
way that their universal significance is discerned. For
Aristotle, proper imitation is a means by which embodied form
is recognized.’

As it figures in the Platonic philosophy, the notion of
mimesis is by no means confined to an invective against

artistic production. As R. McKeon points out in his critical

essay, "Imitation and Poetry", Plato's aeus is an
exposition of the doctrine that the entire existence and
activity of the temporal, phenomenal and sensible world - the
realm of becoming - is an imitation of the realm of being."

A divine Demiurge is seen as ordering the physical world in
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conformity with the best possible pattern, i.e. the immortal
and intelligible archetype of the forms. The Demiurge's
configurations are of existing elements, and there is not a
creative quality imputed to his workings.

The versions of mimesis put forth in the Timaeus and the
Republic, two crucial Platonic works in which mimesis is set
forth, give evidence of a dialectical view of the concept.
At one level, mimetic activity is held to be instrumental in
all workings of the wuniverse - including such human
enterprises as the pursuit of knowledge and virtue - and it
represents the imitation of true reality. At another, it is
the feeble imitation of imitations, and as such serves as the
questionable basis of the enterprise of representational art.

Within the formulation of mimesis found in the Timaeus,
we would find art, naturally enough, as an instance of human
enterprise. Here, imitation gua art must differ from the
production of wan copies of contingent things. Inspiration,
or artistic genius, is not foreign to mimesis: the poet, in
his madness, gives embodiment to transcendent entities.’
However, Plato stresses that, like a seer, the crtist does not
understand the meaning of the things which he views." Never
does Plato assign to the poet the role of purveyor of true
knowledge.

What then, is the nature of Plato's grounds for doubting

the integrity of artistic mimesis? His first answer is that

esis is an act of masquerading: y passes itself off as x.



k4

If recognized as such by all individuals, mimesis would be
relatively harmless. However, it is a problematic fact that
mimetic products are taken seriously by some who accept them
as reality. The unwary are induced to take the artifact for
the natural object from which it has been copied. Instead of
widening sensibility, art is narrowing it.

Plato writes of Homer and his Iliad:

[The poet may] speak in the character of Chryses and

[try] to make us feel that the words come, not from

Homer, but from an aged priest.... Where he is

delivering a speech in character, ([the poet] tries

to make his manner resemble that of the person he

has introduced as speaker . [But] if he makes no

such attempt to suppress his own personality, the
events are set forth in simple narrative."

Mimesis can lead to harmful psychological identification
of the spectator with the dramatis personae.” similarly, the
poet is his characters, in the sense that he pretends or
appears to be them, and he who pretends to be another cannot
be himself."”

Elsewhere (Bk. X) Plato claims that mimesis is
responsible for the epistemological weakness or inferiority
of the artistic object produced; we cannot learn from an
object that is a mere shadow of that which is imitated. The
poet knows little but the external appearance of things and
he offers little for the intellect:

The art of representation, then, is a long way from

reality; and apparently the reason why there is

nothing it cannot reproduce is that it grasps only

a small part of any object and that, only an
image."
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For Plato, in order for x to be known by us, we must
surpass its individual particularities and arrive at the
knowledge of its idea. The particular is only real relative
to the form of which it is an incomplete and deficient
reflection. The forms are more concrete than any particular
embodiments of them. Ideas exist independent of arn
imitations of  them. Artistic mimesis takes this
impoverishment (that is, the inadequacy of x compared to its
idea) a degree further, since mimetic products are select
representations of what are already particular reflections.
The relationship of thing to form is reduplicated, with the
result that the mimetic object is twice removed from reality.

The Platonic metaphysic is clearly evident in Plato's
appraisal of the nature of artistic mimetic activity. As much
as any particular, the mimetic product cannot be a perfect
copy of its model. There is no one to one correspondence of
“etails. Were a particular a true rebirth of its form, it
would cease to be the particular. Similarly, only to the
extent that external features and characteristics are
reduplicated is an artistic product a copy of its original.
Hegel would state that the mere externality of an object is
being reproduced. This is expressly why mimetic creations are
seen to be deceptive and of dubious worth. Furthermore, drama
is seen to be such that human life is represented, not with
a view to the truth, but with a view to arousing audience

interest and emotion."”



9

The Platonic rejection of mimesis on the ground that its
products represent a two-fold abstraction from reality may be
viewed simply as a fait accompli, as an essentially
nmetaphysical argument that focuses upon the dismissal of
nimetic production. However, it underscoresa closely aligned
question of utility.

Plato does not deny that the products of mimesis my be
attractive and enticing to us, although the Platonic doctrine
of the forms does preclude their possessing true beauty.
Moreover, as a consequence of Plato's theory of ideas, mimetic
productions cannot be attributed any valid utility or purpose.
For Plato, little, if any, virtue can lie in activity whose
offspring are characterized by inauthenticity viz. their
inability to possess the inner structure and essential nature
of which only their models and their model's prototypes can
claim. In the tenth book of the Reuublic, Plato set forth an
argument which points to the futility of a purely imitative
art. It s pointless to create slavish, external and non-
instructive duplicates of objects which are themselves
secondary and derivative. Art regarded as such is rather
self-defeating activity.

In his Poetics, Aristotle has to defend mimesis against
Plato's charges and show it to be other than the merc
duplication of imperfect reality. If this cannot be done, the

notion of imitation might just as well be abandoned.



Mimesis the Poetics

Reduced to its simplest nature, mimesis might be said to
be the use of a model, and literature is the art which
imitates with words, in prose or in verse. However, a
duplication of the antecedent object is not what is stressed

in the production of the mimetic creations of poetry. In the

dramatic poetry is ranked higher than other art forms
(e.g. portraiture, still-life and landscape), because these
tend to be regarded as lending themselves to mimicry. Drana
is not imitation in any of its impoverished forms, rather it
is such that "the imitators...represent the whole story...as
though they were actually doing the things described." The
Aristotelian definition of mimesis s drama foremost stresses
that the manner or mode of imitation is characterized by the
presence of characters. Furthermore, tragedy is dramatic
poetry of a specified length - its time frame approximating
a single day - that imitates "serious objects in a grand kind
of verse", so as to excite in its auditor the characteristic
tragic emotions of pity and fear and to produce their
pleasurable and beneficial relief."”

Aristotle's means of distinguishing drama by an absence
of narration is an additional way of stressing mimesis as the
imitation of human action. As he is an imitator, the dramatic

poet must, in a sense, forget himself and rather, "bring on"
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his characters. As was seen above, this view duiffers
significantly from that of Plato. Similarly with regard to
the dramatic actors, Plato considers them and their effect
upon the audience. Insofar as he deals with individuals in
his treatment of drama, Aristotle focuses on character and
makes only passing mention of the players. it is the
character who is in a direct and intimate relationship to the
object of mimesis (i.e. human action). Thus, by the criterion
of the direct expression of human truths that surpasses mere

narration, drama is seen to be the highest form of mimesi

Tragedy, apart from its ‘“serious" nature and its
characteristic effects, towers over comedy because its agents
are better than in actual life. What is implied in the latter
criterion must be determined later.

The conclusion we have reached so far is that the Poctics
strives to present an apologia for tragic poetry as an

instance of mimetic creation that transcends mimicry.

The Aristotelian Notion of Pleasure and the Pleasure of

In Chapter 4 of the Poetics, Aristotle attributes the
origin of poetry to a natural instinct for, and pleasurc in,
mimesis. It will be shown that the Aristotelian conception
of the nature of pleasure can shed light upon mimesis insofar
as pleasure is seen to be a rtate that accompanies specific

activity.
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The treatment of pleasure is found in the tenth book of
the Nicomachean Ethics. Aristotle's formula for defining any
one thing is to determine its genus and differentia. Pleasure
does not contain the concept of activity, rather, it is a
sensuous state that accompanies activity." Pleasure, then,
is a species, so to speak, and for each activity there is a
particular and proper pleasure." There is a causal connection
between activity and pleasure; pleasure is a byproduct of
activity, but it is not in itself activity. Pleasures are
derivative in nature, and they differ in kind as do the
activities that are their sources, and which they intensify
and complete.” Being so, pleasure is not good in itself,
therefore any good to be found in mimetic activity (i.e.
creation) must stem from a source other than the pleasure it
affords.

It is clear that pleasure is judged in terms of the
quality of its activity. As activities differ, so do the
corresponding pleasures. As mimetic creations differ in terms
of the tenor of the activity of imitating, so will the
consequent pleasures. It might be supposed that the pleasures
of a single species (e.g. mimesis) are identical, but such is
not the case.” Any element of poetic mimesis that could be
deemed philosophical - that is, insofar as it can show us

universals - will cause us, as rational beings, the most

pleasure Furthermore, the Nicomachean Ethics encourage the

suggestion that mimesis as activity is brought to its finest
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level by those who engage with pleasure in its execution.®

To the Hellenic mind familiar with Plato, there would be
a tendency to regard imitation as defensible only insofar as
it served as playful activity and a means to teach the young
the customs and protocol of the adult world. That any "play-
acting" might, by the devices of artistic selection,
discrinination and economy, be regarded as a legitimate avenue
for the attainment of knowledge, is a notion that, although
in accordance with Aristotelian thought, needs to be carefully
presented.

In the opening siction of Chapter 4, Aristotle states
that poetry has its origin in the natural instinct for
imitation and the pleasure derived from such activity. Such
pleasure is based on recognition and learning. That one
should take delight in the imitation of that which in real
life would be unpleasant or even painful, is perhaps the
paradox of art and its experience.

Although the subject matter of imitation may be a natural
object (e.g. Aristotle's example Of a cadaver), the
representation itself is distinct from any natural object and
needs be so. The enjoyment stemming from the representation
of a dead body is the enjoyment of mimesis as such; it is not
any beauty of the natural object that one appreciates.
Although all may not possess an intellectual make-up similar
to the artist, all respond intellectually to his

representations. Once again, Aristotle does not dwell on the
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artist, as his method is to analyze the product of artistic
activity, nor does he dwell on poetic inspiration or genius.
However, the intellectual element, as well as a delight in
imitation, is assumed at both poles of producer and spectator.
All men crave to know. Man learnt by imitation, says
Aristotle, and even if one is not actively engaged in the
making, one will still respond intellectually to its result.
All this is in glaring contrast to the flavour of Book X of
Plato's Republic, which sees the artist or poet as knowing
nothing but the external appearance of things; the artist
offers little for the intellect. In Aristotle, the perception
of the art work takes on a significance just as important as
the production of the work.

Aristotle views mimesis as a type of represen..tion from
which we can learn, and since learning is a source of delight
to man, he accounts in this way for the popularity of Homer
and dramatic poetry.” In viewing a mimetic object, we delight
in the picture presented and concurrently gather meaning from
the representation therein. Tragedy brings on the
intellectual pleasure that is intrinsic to all imitation, and
in fact, heightens such a state by means of the manner of the
imitation. Important, representative individuals speak and
perform deeds before us.

How is it that one can learn from a mimetic creation of
dramatic poetry if, by nature, a good play is supposed neither

to depict its object naturalistically, nor strive to
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didactically instruct? Aristotle avoids such criticisms in
his statement of the characteristic features of an adequate
plot. It is the realistic yet non-narrative framing of human
action and reaction.” The message in Chapter 4 and Chapters
9 to 13 is that a mimetic representation is not an
independently intelligible construct that, possessing meaning
in and by itself, need not refer to some external thing for
its ultimate import. In mimetic pi.duction, the creative
faculties of the poet present as fiction specific truths or
meanings of which we have had some indication in the practical
world, but do not yet know in any thorough way. This is in
no sense mystical or visionary, it is a statement of the case
that imitation, especially as poetry, is a representation,
(literally a "presenting again") or reproduction of human
events, the significance of which cannot clearly be seen (or
seen at all) in the confused immediacy of the actual thing.
Art creates a logic, but this logic is not falsely imposed,
rather, it is what is brought forth by a well-made plot.

Tragic drama engages us completely in that which others
have thought, felt and done. Such vicarious experience 1 ads
to virtue no less than does a moral tenet requiring that one
place himself in the realm of praxis of another. We are
indeed being Aristotelian in maintaining that one may indeced
be improved by means that are far from pedagogical.

For Aristotle, knowledge is always of the universal, and

yet the particular is significant precisely in such a context.
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Worthy imitation is the reans by which we can view the
embodied forms. As a vehicle for learning, mimesis entails
the crucial element of recognition. In worthy drama,
recognition compensates for a deficiency that is evident in
ordinary, immediate experience. Often, we are distracted from
recognizing universal significances by the sheer volume of

particularities that are encountered in real life.

As with all art, the features portrayed in drama (e.g.
character, action and emotion) must strike us as true so that
the recognition of the model of the imitation affords us
pleasure.” Representations are enjoyed precisely because of
the comparisons made by the spectator. In terms of learning,
recognition refers to more than the realization that a model
is being adequately imitated. At this juncture of the Poetics
(Ch. 4), we could argue that, in viewing imitation, one is
learning universals, and such is what Aristotle later states
to be the feature of tragic mimesis.” If one recognizes an
individual or an action, and identifies it, not with another
particularity, but with some more general characteristics,
then one is learning. This is pleasurable because ones sees
that he is coming to appreciate a greater scheme of things:
an aspect of the nature of mankind rather than that of one

individual, a general tendency toward a certain sort of action
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rather than a single inclination; the complexity of human
relations rather than that of a specific relationship. For
Aristotle, Plato's forms are embodied forms. Recognition is
seeing something again for what it really is.

The :tistic selection that is characteristic of mimetic
representation would disentangle the process of recognition
and learning from any confusion that might impede it in the
observation of events of real life. Such a view is in keeping
with Aristotle's statement that tragedy is more philosophical
than history (gua chronology that emphasizes the particularity
of events), because it tells us in a more direct manner of
general principles of human nature.” The effectiveness and
the plausibility of dramatic representation are brought about
by devices proper to the art.

Although mimetic representation need not be naturalistic
in its portrayals, it nonetheless requires that what is
depicted strike us as true, so that recognition of the model
affords us an intellectual pleasure. We enjoy viewing
accurate representations of things. Pleasure stems from a
comparison of ideas; we enjoy the resemblance between art and
nature. More importantly, we enjoy deriving new conclusions
from what is familiar. It is in this sense that we learn from
recognition. In recognizing x, we sSee it not simply as x
identified, but as a certain kind of thing. It is quite
different - both experientially and epistemologically - to

resee an object. In this "second viewing" we delight in being
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able to view an object as something that reflects other
persons, action and events. But beyond the immediacy of such
particularities, the necessity of how and why they are as they
are is made evident. A particular embodies the general as an
example thereof. The mimetic representation reveals x not
simply as a particular, but in its essential nature. We
understand x better as when we understand a particular through
its universal, and we also see x in relation to other
instances of the same general or universal kind of thing. In
a worthy mimetic representation, the particularity and the
universality of x are engaged in a fruitful interplay.

If we merely recognize the resemblance between subject
and mimetic representation, we are not making any significant
discoveries about a familiar subject. Recognition implies
precognition; however, the real emphasis is upon the new light
in which a familiar object is cast.” The work of art brings
what is already known into a sharper, epiphanic focus.
Aristotle's brief remark in Chapter 4 that unless one has
already seen the represented object, "his pleasure will not
be in the picture as an imitation of it", is a key to
appreciating the unity of what often appears to be a fairly
fragmented text." The statement not only summarizes
Aristotle's belief that worthy mimesis brings about a special
sort of recognition, it also anticipates what is in appearance
only, a set of ad hoc prescriptions overseeing how a

playwright should deal with problems that may arise in the
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portrayal of character, thought, time, place and spectacle.
Aristotle is much more than a critic of his Age's drama.

It will be seen that recognition is a function of a well-
constructed plot, realistic in the sense that it shows clearly
the features that matter in particular realities, features
which if merely copied or reported inventorially, might be

observed, but would more probably be overlooked.

The Generic Organic Unity and the Representation of
Universals in Tragedy

Aristotle draws one distinction between real objects and
the objects of mimesis by pointing to the fact that the heroes
of tragedy may be mythical figures, men of history or entirely
fictional. In other words, imitation depicts particular types
rather than particular individuals. In Chapter 13, it is
emphasized that Greek drama took the limited chronicles of a
few ancient Houses, and from them produced a multitude of
distinctive compositions.” Traditionally, great dramatists
had handled given material in such a way as to produce
specific and distinctive illuminations of human action. We
can never be in doubt of the artist's attitude toward
specific, chosen detail; we can never be unaware that the
details add up to something significant. In Chapter 15,
Aristotle states that the practice of portraiture should be

followed in the representation of serious dramatic character:
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"[We should] reproduce the distinctive features of a man, and
at the same time, without losing the likeness, make him
handsomer than he is."” Whereas a Platonist could conceive
of an artist dwelling upon the possible reproductions of the
perfect, ideal bed, the Aristotelian focus is ever upon that
which furthers the moral betterment of man. Tragedy idealizes
character by portraying its personae as conducting their lives
in a manner more rarefied than real life is lived.

It is the artist's license to perfect where nature has
fallen short. Character should be better than the average
man, and Aristotle criticizes Euripides for lowering this
standard. A character need be no meaner than dictated by the
plot. It is the good and not the bad in the character
Oedipus, that leads us to see his fate as tragic. Apparently
then, the tragedian's ennobling treatment of his subject
entails an active imposition upon nature of a standard or
ideal. There exist important considerations beyond the
artist's grading, classifying and selecting of empirical
events to the end of a disclosure of a pre-existing logic or
design, imminent but hidden amidst the particularities that
surround us. Throughout the centuries, the exposure of this
hidden, idealist order has been taken up by a multitude of
poets and painters." Yet it is manifest throughout the
Poetics - from Aristotle's declaration of the inadequacy of
chronology gua drama, to his insistence that a work be

characterized by unity of time, of place, and most critically,



21

of action - that the criterion for artistic selection is not
to be found hidden within nature, and hence it cannot be
exposed and figure as an object for imitation. An artistic
production that is characterized by the Aristotelian unities
cannot be labelled an imitation in any of the term's
impoverished senses. The unity is imposed by the artist; it
cannot be sought out and copied."

We need further to examine the representation of the
generic - of a class of things - as it is seen to be the
proper end of Aristotelian mimesis."” 1In his "Imitation and
Poetry," McKeon defines "type," a label often associated with
the tragic hero. "The essential selected from the actual is
the typical, and the image which embodies or expresses it is
called a type." By rendering clear the nature of a class of
men - a type - rather than simply offering us a treatment of
a select instance, tragedy can avoid the charge of mimicry.
It would be absurd to suppose one could copy with minute,
enumerative accuracy the external characteristics of a class
of objects. If, however, the tragedian produces a discernible
embodiment of type, who is at the same time a flesh and blood
character, then his artistic enterprise can no longer be
viewed as the duplication of particulars. The tragedian
creates non-natural objects which typify non-natural things.
Such objects are exemplary or analogical because what they
imitate is what can be known of their objeccs intellectually.

Aristotle saw the works of Sophocles as the superlative
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imitation of the actions of great men; he was a playwright
sympathetic to the vision that to dramatize is to portray the
general. It must be pointed out that the type figure of drama
cannot be r~.uced to an allegorical figure. Nothing could be
more concrete than the dramatic character, yet through him,
the universal is portrayed. The tragic character is the
embodiment of the singular or particular as seen through the
playwright's and the observer's awareness of his universally
significant character. Moreover, whereas the allegorist will
invent imaginary worlds and stock figures such as Fortitude
and Kindness, the tragedian presents a picture of realistic
men and their deeds.

Whether the object is of the realm of art or that of
politics, an important Aristotelian consideration lies in the
constitution of the unity of an object. Once this integrity
or completeness is recognized, it is an important means by
which we might define an object. A dilemma arises, howuver,
when we consider that the recognition of unity is problematic.
How are we to know what constitutes the unity of x, how are
we to know that it is complete? The telos of an object - the
“thisness" of it - denotes that it is complete, thoroughly
made and perfected. Elsewhere (De Anima), telos is recognized
by Aristotle by means of a thorough acquaintance with the
properties of an object. No doubt Aristotle was attending to
this in his setting forth in the Poetics of the logos (the

laws or constitutive elements) of tragic drama.
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As it bears upon unity, the term "organic" is adopted in
the Poetics in the twenty-third chapter of the Poetics. Overt
references to the characteristics of the term are also made
in the sixth, seventh and eighth chapters.” Defined
negatively, any element whose omission or inclusion effects
no essential difference to a poem is not an organic part of
the whole. Overabundance of detail is death to poetry. Once
again, the notion is brought forth that the poet omits the
contingent and focuses upon what is the single and essential
tragic action, the figures of which are a type of individual.

The exclusion of irrelevant detail - a testimony to
organic unity - is a decisive factor in the determination of
a dramatic work as realistic rather than naturalistic, as a
true creation rather than a simulation. Aristotle's
insistence that a plot possess a recognizable beginning,
middle and end places his view of drama far from the
perspective of the 19th century naturalist.”™ Tragedy's
preoccupation with unity of action (i.e. the presentation of
a single story) also contributes to a better understanding of
mimesis. Moreover, Aristotle's concern with singularity of
plot points toward necessity and probability of action. That
a plot is singular in nature means precisely that each of the
incidents of which it is comprised must result from what had
gone before, and must certainly, or at least probably, cause
what follows. The unity of form in tragedy is attained by

making the content of the plot universal. 1In presenting a
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story as one whole, the artist is creating an unity above and
beyond the presentation of a collection of incidents or
sequence of events. Such is implied by the reference in
Chapter 7 to the "orderly, well-proportioned and economic
arrangement of part" (i.e.incidents) to the end of producing
a whole (i.e. the plot). This reflects Aristotelian
teleology: parts are treated in light of the whole, and the
latter is not simply the sum of the former.

In exercising economy - the arrangement of parts to what
is proper - the artist is an agent exercising his uniquely
human and rational capacities. Aristotle's reference to the
order and magnitude-dependent beauty of any whole composed of
parts points to the idea that one can derive pleasure from
viewing the structural unity of a well-constructed tragedy.”
However, such pleasure is obviously not peculiar to tragedy
or to art. It is a subsidiary intellectual pleasure of th.
type which accompanies any appreciation of a well-
proportioned, economical thing. However, the well-constructed
and unified representation is the means by which the
recognition of the tragedy of x is brought about, so clearly
the two sorts of intellectual pleasure occur together.

It may be the case that the pleasures which are
characteristic of art - and the particular pleasure of tragedy
- are heightened for the observer because of his awareness of
artful and economic organization. Moreover, the economy of

mimetic representation aids in the emotional identification
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with the hero, as well as the subsequent experience of the
characteristic tragic emotions of pity and fear. We can share
in the emotions of Oedipus all the more because of the
playwright's exclusion of extraneous circumstances of royal
life that might tend to weaken onr feelings of identification.
In addition, the spectator's recognition of the inevitability
of the downfall - rendered so evident precisely by virtue of
the economy of mimesis - will increase his capacity to feel
for, and with, the tragic character.

The tragedian possesses the artistic freedom to render
probable and necessary, the sequence of events constituting
the action of the plot. Necessity and probatility are erected
by art. The dramatist must demonstrate how and why the action
could take place, how the possible - more than the historical
- is probable or necessary. Each incident must result (or
probably result) from what has gone before it, and must cause
(or probably cause) that which follows.

Aristotle's statement that the impossible probable is
preferable to the possible improbable requires that the
appearance of a supernatural figure be critically favoured
over the impossible and contrived appearance of a long-lost
heir to the throne.” Such a statement is a vindication of
inventive art as distinguished from the recording or actual
events.

In the Aristotelian philosophy, universal form is

encountered snlely in concrete particulars. We encounter
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being in particular things. Universals are the concern of all
sciences, and poetic drama need not be excluded from the
domain of scientific enterprise.”

The truths made manifest in truly dramatic poetry are
not universal simply to the extent that they communicate
ethical truths which transcend time and nationality and which
stand true for all mankind. The focus of a drama is unique
and particular, yet any abstraction from it is in the true
sense universal in that it is repeatable and discernible ir
other actions and objects. We can continue to learn
indefinitely. Universals exist in the intelliect. Their being
is of another or ler than that from which they are drawn, and
they possess a ;ermanence irrespective of the occasion from
which they arise. We are able to hold a notion abstracted
from its datum, identify it and marshall it in a different
context.” Universal, then, can be applied. It is in this
critical aspect that one can most significantly state that

tragic drama yields universal truths.

Mimesis and Plot

In the ninth chapter of the Poetics, Aristotle states:

It is evident . . . that the poet must be more the
poet of his stories or Plots than of his verses,
inasmuch as he is a poet by virtue of the imitative
element in his work, and it is actions that he
imitates. And if he should come to take a subject
from actual history, he is none the less a poet for
that; since some historic consequences may very well
be in the probable and possible order of things; and
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it is in that aspect of them that he is their

poet.®

One is a poet by being a maker of plots - one makes the
fall of King Oedipus by creating, not executing, an imitation
of it. Plot, or the "combination of incident", is what a poet
makes of a particular, perhaps known, story." In the creative
construction of plot, in giving form to the specific events
and actions of the storyline, the poet is imparting to the
drama, its arché, its principle or "life and soul." In
tragedy, the mimetic process is not so concerned with the
presentation of incident, objective fact or character, as with
the setting forth of structured action demonstrating
universals. This insistence upon the primacy of plot is
implicit throughout the Poetics, and the distinction is always
maintained between that which is imitated (i.e. particular
action) and the structure and synthesis of plot.

Chap*ers six through nine of the Poetics imply that a

good tragedy should not leave us in doubt about the artist's
attitude tcurard detail. We should always be aware that
specifics add up to something. Any worthy plot exists as a
pattern. The pattern is composed of realistic details. The
details, often singly, but most critically in combination,

possess a universal element. As expressed by G. Else in

Aristotle's Poetics: The A "[the plot is] the
structure of events in which universals may come to

expression.™
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The tragedian is the maker of the plot because he has so
selected its incidents as to show how and why they necessarily
occur or probably occur. One notes in the preceding excerpt
from the ninth chapter of the Poetics, that Aristotle has
demonstrated that historical material can indeed be "made" by
a poet insofar as historical events can lack probability - and
may well seem impossible - until the poet "makes" the events
by establishing a necessary, logical order.

Besides stating the possibility of real events as the
focus of universal tragedy, Aristotle assures us that
character and event can easily be entirely invented.” This
supports my point that Aristotle holds a truly refined view
of mimesis. An object of imitation need not materially exist
prior to, or independent. of, the artist's work. Mimesis need
not imply copying. The making of a plot transforms the chosen
object of representation into a new entity that possesses a
superior unity of structure and a universal validity. It is
these elements that are recognized by the rational observer
of drama. The tragedian's activity is seen by Aristotle as
being creatively synthetic. The playwright adds crucial
elements to the set of events so as to allow us to grasp its
universal meaning rather than its simple, empirical sequence.

Aristotle explicitly states that imitation in tragedy
involves active making, and making gives birth to something
new. Copying is entirely derivative and there is no synthetic

element to it. Mimesis cannot in one act involve both
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creation and copy. Although mimetic activity can admit of
simple copying, that which is superior and associated with the
communication of universals cannot be so.

It is quite problematic to consider it the task of the
tragedian to reproduce without selection, and to set forth as
his plot that which is taken from indiscriminate observation
of a set of human events, deeds and responses. Foremost one
is struck by the guestion of how such an artist could ever
arrive at the creation of a drama characterized by the
universal; it would represent some sort of miracle if a plot
of universal import were to be produced. In order for the
tragedian to produce worthy artistic creation, he must know
in advance what constitutes a beautiful and epistemologically
worthy model of his mimetic activity. 1In any capacity as a

mere copyist he would not be capable of such discernment.”

Conclusion

The application of the Aristotelian scientific method is
evident throughout the Poetics, as first principles and
derivative inferences are set forth. The first principle or
generic property of all poetry is mimesis, further
characterized by the differentiae of the objects, mode and

manner of imitation.” I have d that the ic

term mimesis (imitation) is often associated with the

reproduction or duplication of visible or otherwise external
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