
Creative Writing - Conflict and Plot

These principles being established, let us now discuss the proper structure of the Plot,
since this is the first and most important thing in Tragedy.

Now, according to our definition Tragedy is an imitation of an action that is complete,
and whole, and of a certain magnitude; for there may be a whole that is wanting in
magnitude. A whole is that which has a beginning, a middle, and an end. A beginning
is that which does not itself follow anything by causal necessity, but after which
something naturally is or comes to be. An end, on the contrary, is that which itself
naturally follows some other thing, either by necessity, or as a rule, but has nothing
following it. A middle is that which follows something as some other thing follows it. A
well constructed plot, therefore, must neither begin nor end at haphazard, but conform
to these principles.
Again, a beautiful object, whether it be a living organism or any whole composed of
parts, must not only have an orderly arrangement of parts, but must also be of a certain
magnitude; for beauty depends on magnitude and order. Hence a very small animal
organism cannot be beautiful; for the view of it is confused, the object being seen in an
almost imperceptible moment of time. Nor, again, can one of vast size be beautiful; for
as the eye cannot take it all in at once, the unity and sense of the whole is lost for the
spectator; as for instance if there were one a thousand miles long. As, therefore, in the
case of animate bodies and organisms a certain magnitude is necessary, and a
magnitude which may be easily embraced in one view; so in the plot, a certain length is
necessary, and a length which can be easily embraced by the memory. The limit of
length in relation to dramatic competition and sensuous presentment is no part of
artistic theory. For had it been the rule for a hundred tragedies to compete together, the
performance would have been regulated by the water-clock- as indeed we are told was
formerly done. But the limit as fixed by the nature of the drama itself is this: the greater
the length, the more beautiful will the piece be by reason of its size, provided that the
whole be perspicuous. And to 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.

Part VIII

Unity of plot does not, as some persons think, consist in the unity of the hero. For
infinitely various are the incidents in one man's life which cannot be reduced to unity;



and so, too, there are many actions of one man out of which we cannot make one action.
Hence the error, as it appears, of all poets who have composed a Heracleid, a Theseid,
or other poems of the kind. They imagine that as Heracles was one man, the story of
Heracles must also be a unity. But Homer, as in all else he is of surpassing merit, here
too- whether from art or natural genius- seems to have happily discerned the truth. In
composing the Odyssey he did not include all the adventures of Odysseus- such as his
wound on Parnassus, or his feigned madness at the mustering of the host- incidents
between which there was no necessary or probable connection: but he made the
Odyssey, and likewise the Iliad, to center round an action that in our sense of the word
is one. As therefore, in the other imitative arts, the imitation is one when the object
imitated is one, so the plot, being an imitation of an action, must imitate one action and
that a whole, the structural union of the parts being such that, if any one of them is
displaced or removed, the whole will be disjointed and disturbed. For a thing whose
presence or absence makes no visible difference, is not an organic part of the whole.
Part IX

Of all plots and actions the episodic are the worst. I call a plot 'episodic' in which the
episodes or acts succeed one another without probable or necessary sequence. Bad
poets compose such pieces by their own fault, good poets, to please the players; for, as
they write show pieces for competition, they stretch the plot beyond its capacity, and
are often forced to break the natural continuity.
But again, Tragedy is an imitation not only of a complete action, but of events inspiring
fear or pity. Such an effect is best produced when the events come on us by surprise;
and the effect is heightened when, at the same time, they follow as cause and effect. The
tragic wonder will then be greater than if they happened of themselves or by accident;
for even coincidences are most striking when they have an air of design. We may
instance the statue of Mitys at Argos, which fell upon his murderer while he was a
spectator at a festival, and killed him. Such events seem not to be due to mere chance.
Plots, therefore, constructed on these principles are necessarily the best....
In constructing the plot and working it out with the proper diction, the poet should
place the scene, as far as possible, before his eyes. In this way, seeing everything with
the utmost vividness, as if he were a spectator of the action, he will discover what is in
keeping with it, and be most unlikely to overlook inconsistencies. The need of such a
rule is shown by the fault found in Carcinus. Amphiaraus was on his way from the
temple. This fact escaped the observation of one who did not see the situation. On the
stage, however, the Piece failed, the audience being offended at the oversight.
Again, the poet should work out his play, to the best of his power, with appropriate
gestures; for those who feel emotion are most convincing through natural sympathy



with the characters they represent; and one who is agitated storms, one who is angry
rages, with the most lifelike reality. Hence poetry implies either a happy gift of nature
or a strain of madness. In the one case a man can take the mould of any character; in the
other, he is lifted out of his proper self.
As for the story, whether the poet takes it ready made or constructs it for himself, he
should first sketch its general outline, and then fill in the episodes and amplify in detail.
The general plan may be illustrated by the Iphigenia. A young girl is sacrificed; she
disappears mysteriously from the eyes of those who sacrificed her; she is transported to
another country, where the custom is to offer up an strangers to the goddess. To this
ministry she is appointed. Some time later her own brother chances to arrive. The fact
that the oracle for some reason ordered him to go there, is outside the general plan of
the play. The purpose, again, of his coming is outside the action proper. However, he
comes, he is seized, and, when on the point of being sacrificed, reveals who he is. The
mode of recognition may be either that of Euripides or of Polyidus, in whose play he
exclaims very naturally: 'So it was not my sister only, but I too, who was doomed to be
sacrificed'; and by that remark he is saved.
After this, the names being once given, it remains to fill in the episodes. We must see
that they are relevant to the action. In the case of Orestes, for example, there is the
madness which led to his capture, and his deliverance by means of the purificatory rite.
In the drama, the episodes are short, but it is these that give extension to Epic poetry.
Thus the story of the Odyssey can be stated briefly. A certain man is absent from home
for many years; he is jealously watched by Poseidon, and left desolate. Meanwhile his
home is in a wretched plight- suitors are wasting his substance and plotting against his
son. At length, tempest-tost, he himself arrives; he makes certain persons acquainted
with him; he attacks the suitors with his own hand, and is himself preserved while he
destroys them. This is the essence of the plot; the rest is episode.

Part XVIII

Every tragedy falls into two parts- Complication and Unraveling 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 Unraveling. 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 Unraveling is that which extends from the
beginning of the change to the end.


