THE GENERAL PRINCIPLES OF ARISTOTLE

The greatest tragedy, in the opinion of Aristotle, was Oedipus the King by Sophocles.  The reasons for its supremacy lay in the excellent management of plot and chorus, in the beauty of the language, in the irony of the situations, and in the general nobility of conception.  Aristotle cited also the Helena of Euripides as a model of its kind, and lauded Euripides for the skill with which he had set forth the complicated plot.  Euripides was to Aristotle the most tragic of the poets.  At the same time, he found much in Euripides to censure.  Only in Sophocles, the perfect writer, were united ideal beauty, clearness of construction, and religious inspiration--the three qualities which alone make tragedy great.

The subjects of tragic drama, Aristotle said, were rightly drawn from ancient mythology, because coming from that source they must be true.  If man had invented such strange incidents, they would have appeared impossible.  The chief characters of a tragic action should be persons of consequence, of exalted station.  The leading personage should not be a man characterized by great virtue or great vice--but of a mixed nature, partly good and partly bad.  His errors and weaknesses lead him into misfortune.  Such a mixture of good and evil makes him seem like us, thus more quickly arousing our sympathy.  The course of the tragic action should be such as to saturate the spectator with feelings of compassion, to drive out his petty personal emotions, and so to "purge" the soul through pity and terror (catharsis).  The crimes suitable for tragic treatment may be committed either in ignorance, or intentionally, and are commonly against friends or relatives.  Crimes committed intentionally are generally the more dramatic and impressive (this in spite of the fact that the central crime in Oedipus the King was committed in ignorance).  As to style, a certain archaic quality of diction is needful to the dignity of tragedy.
THE THREE UNITIES

The most famous of the Aristotelian rules were those relating to the so-called unities--of time, place, and action.                                                                    • The unity of time limits the supposed action to, roughly, a single day;                   • the unity of place limits it to one general locality; and                                   • the unity of action limits it to a single set of incidents which are related as                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                            cause and effect, "having a beginning, a middle, and an end." 

Concerning the unity of time, Aristotle noted that all the plays since Aeschylus, except two, did illustrate such unity, but he did not lay down such a precept as obligatory.  Perhaps Aristotle assumed that the observance of the unity of place would be the practice of good playwrights, since the chorus was present during the whole performance, and it would indeed be awkward always to devise an excuse for moving fifteen persons about from place to place. The third unity, that of action, is bound up with the nature not only of Greek but also of all drama.

