“Just for the Thrill”:
Sycophantizing Aristotle’s Poetics

ANNE CARSON

CCHY do human beings make poetry? is a ques-
tion that Aristotle entertains in his Poetics and to which he gives
essentially the same answer as Ray Charles. “Just for the thrill,”
says Ray Charles in a somewhat different context,

You turned my night into day.
You made my heart stand still.
Just for the thrill.
Just for the thrill.
(Ray Charles, “Just for the Thrill”),

while Aristotle tells us it is an instinct of our human nature to
find pleasure in mimesis (1448b). Aristotle’s subsequent
account of the media, manner, and valuation of mimesis places
a notable emphasis on its character as action or praxis. I do not
find transparently clear what Aristotle says about praxis in its
application to the dramatic arts, which are his main subject in
Poetics, but T am provoked by the possibility of understanding
mimetic praxis within the context of a genre that has not been
obscured for us by Aristotle’s particular mode of clarification,
namely, lyric poetry. And although the third book of Poetics,
concerned with lyric imitation, is not extant, Aristotle himself
might endorse an attempt to assess the dynamis of lyric praxis
by studying its energeia. That the corpus of ancient lyric verse
represents an open force field of mimetic energies becomes
immediately clear to anyone who scrutinizes examples of its
texts with appropriate care. Few readers do so; as Aristotle
complains, “People nowadays sycophantize poetry” (kai dc
VUV 0UKOpavTOUOLY Tovg momtdg, 1456a), using a verb, syko-
phantousin, whose origin is debated but which appears to be
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formed from the noun sykon meaning “fig” and the verb phain-
ein meaning “to reveal” (c. LS]). Fig-revealers were people who
denounced anyone caught stealing, hoarding, or seeking to
illicitly export figs. Fig-revealers were hasty, tendentious, nega-
tive people resembling literary critics in their inclination to, as
the Chinese proverb puts it, “sell the dog’s body to feed its
mouth.”

Aristotle’s charge of sycophantizing is directed generally
against the poetic audience of his day, yet an objective reader
of Poetics might be moved to wonder whether Aristotle’s own
critical method of hit-and-run extrapolation from poetic texts
for the purpose of citation by example does not have more than
a little in common with the tactics of the fig-revealers —as, for
instance, when he dismisses Euripides’ Iphigeneia begging for
her life at Aulis as “inconsistent” (1543a31) or Sophocles’
Haemon feeling murderous toward his father as “untragic”
(1454a2) or book 2 of Homer’s Iliad as “contrived” (1454b1).
I suspect that a good deal could be learned about the critic and
his figs if we were to reverse the authority-relation and subject
Aristotle’s Poetics text to apparently random and irresponsible
extrapolation in the interest of understanding what Aristotelian
mimesis is, or would be, from the lyric point of view.

Appearances to the contrary, this reversal is not undertaken
in an unphilosophical spirit; we are encouraged by Poetics 1451b
to regard the study of probabilities, necessities, and universals
as “more philosophical” than the apprehension of mere facts:

gotwy 8¢ xaB6Aov pév, @ moiw 16 moio drra cvufaivel
Aéyew T odrTewy katd 1o eikdg 1 1 dvaykaiov, ol oto-
xGCeTon N moinolg dvouata EmniBepévn.

(1451b8-10)

A universal means what sort of thing a certain sort of
person would say or do in accordance with probability or
necessity. This is what poetry aims at. It does so by affixing
names.

Aristotle’s emphasis on names here suggests a good place to
begin understanding mimesis. What’s in a name? is a question
of universal importance for the poet, Aristotle implies. Else-
where in Poetics Aristotle defines names for us:
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Ovopa 0€ Eott Gwvi CUVOETY) onuavTiki) AVEU XOOVOU fiC
uépog ovdév 0Tl kad’ attd onuavtikdv.
(1457a10-14)

A name is a composite significant sound (or voice) lacking
time of which no part in itself has meaning . . . e.g., in the
name Theodoros, the -doros [“gift”] part has no meaning.

This definition brings directly to mind a text of the poet
Simonides:

Xaipel g, Oeddwog énel Bavov: dhhog £’ attg
xopnoer Bovatw navieg ddelhdpueba.
(frg. 139D)

Someone rejoices that I Theodoros am dead. Another will
rejoice over him. We are all debts owed to death.

Clearly Aristotle hits the nail on the head when he says that
Theodoros is a voice outside time whose parts have no meaning.
Simonides’ epigram is a mournful play upon this very meaning-
lessness, especially poignant in the case of a man whose name
means “gift of God.” No gift can divert death from his usury,
Simonides implies, no name can buy Theodoros time. Time
belongs not to names but to the verb.

Names meanwhile are subject to inflection (mr@oig in Greek,
casus in Latin: literally a “falling”), which, Aristotle explains,
(mrdowg & Eotiv dvéuatog i Muatog M uev katd 1o tovTov T
toUtw onuaivov kal 60a Toladta, 1 8¢ kard tO £Vi 1} moAhoig,
olov dvBpwmol fj GvBpwrog’ 1457a18) affects the meaning of
a name in two ways. Inflection indicates whether a name is
nominative, genitive, or dative, and so on; inflection indicates
whether a name is singular or plural, many men or one man.
It may be that Aristotle here has in mind another epigram of
Simonides in which inflection acts in all of these ways at once
upon its fallen subject:

Zaua t6de Irivone Zriving’ énéOnke Oavovie.
(frg. 133D)
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Here is the tomb that Spinther upon Spinther set having
died.

Spinther seems to have been a man who commissioned his
own tombstone. Thus Spintheér in the nominative case stands as
subject of the sentence directly beside Spinthéri (here elided to
Spintheér’) in the dative case as indirect object of the sentence.
Spinther’s action as agent of the verb epethéke is to confer a
tomb or séma (here in the Doric form sdma) upon his own
dead self. The Greek word séma also means “sign”: Spinther’s
epitaph signifies that in some sense he is not after all a dead
object, for the syntax of his relationship to mortality is changed
by the action of the verse. Metrics require Spinther’s name in
the dative case (Spintheri) to be elided of its final vowel before
conjunction with the verb epethéke. The orthographic result of
this elision is to reinflect Spinthér’ from dative dependence on
death to double subjectivity in his own sentence. According to
Aristotle, “names are of two kinds, single . . . and double”
( Ovéuarog 3¢ £idn 10 pgv amhodv, arhodv 8¢ Aeyw 6 pi) éx
onuavOvVTOV ovyketrtal, olov yi, 10 88 Suwhotv: 1457a31).
Spinther is both. Spinthér Spinthér’ imitates himself in a seman-
tic friction that generates two lives from one death and two
men from one name. The name itself is also the Greek word
for “spark” —a spark struck by the imitative action of Simon-
ides” poem and sent flying forward to perpetuate Spinther’s
meaning beyond the grave.

To emit sparks beyond the grave is the aim of many a lyric
poem. But poetic immortality may hinge upon considerations
of the finest detail. Aristotle’s sensitivity to such detail emerges
unmistakably in his discussion of poetic diction, which begins
with minute definition of the radical elements vowel, semi-
vowel, consonant, and syllable:

ovAhafh 8¢ Eotv pavi dompog ouvBeTH €€ ddpdvou kai
pwviv Exovrog kai ya 10 I'P Gvev 1ot A culhafi kal
et To0 A, otov 0 T'PA. &M kol Tottwv Bempfjoat g
duapods Tiig peTpIkiic oy,

(1456b34-37)

A syllable is a composite meaningless sound composed of
a consonant and an element having sound. For in fact gr
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without an « is a syllable and gr with an a is a syllable, as
in gra. But research into these distinctions is a matter
belonging to metrics.

I am not sure what Aristotle means by this. The Arabic text of
Poetics has a negative adverb in the first clause of the second
sentence, and that may be right. Or it may be that Aristotle is
referring to certain metrical procedures like elision, which, as
we saw above in Spinthér Spinthér’ epethéke, can be of mortal
significance in a poetic text. Or it may be he has in mind various
other prosodic techniques for adjusting syllabic quantity like
diaeresis, synaeresis, synecphonesis, crasis. At any rate, no
reader of lyric verse could disapprove of Aristotle’s method of
exactitude in matters of this kind, for a lyric poem is a highly
concentrated action in which every letter and syllable counts.
For example, consider Sappho’s poem in which a single conso-
nant rises up and obliterates the life of the poem’s addressee:

katBdavoioa O xelon ovdé mota uvapooiva oéBev
£00eT’ 000t mOBa eig Dotepov: ot yap nedéxng Boddwv
tov ¢k [hepiog, AN dpavng kév Aida d6uw

dotdoyg med’ aduatpwv vektov EKTeToTauéva.
(frg. 55 LP)

Dead you will lie and not ever memory of you will
be nor desire into the aftertime. For you will have no
share
in the roses of Pieria but invisible oo in the house
of Hades
you will go your way among the blotted dead —
an exhalation.

It is a poem of resentment that, ancient editors tell us, was
directed by Sappho at a woman of considerable wealth who had
no interest in music, poetry, or knowledge (here symbolized by
“the roses of Pieria”). It is a poem concerned to describe how
the present affects the future but also to cause that affect imita-
tively. The text that lies before us renders some woman nameless
to this day. When we look at the words we experience neither
memory nor desire for her, we see an empty room through
which she passed leaving no imprint. We see her invisibility.
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But at the same time we experience its cause. For we are her.
The second person singular verbs of the poem locate us within
some woman by calling her “you.” You transact your own
invisibility by living in the present as if you were already dead —
which, by the time you realize it, you are. The poem sets forth,
in four verbs referring to the future, a somewhat unsurprising
prediction: when you die you will be blotted out. But placed
within these future references, like a trap of the kind called a
“deadfall,” is a much more surprising inference. Your trap is
the small Greek word kai, a conjunction meaning “and,” which
appears in verse 3 abbreviated to a single k and conjoined by
crasis to the preposition en following it: kan.

Now crasis is a metrical license permitting the compression
of two open vowels into one long syllable for time-saving pur-
poses. Crasis quickens the connective action of the conjunction
kai and syncopates your posthumous nonentity upon its coun-
terpart in present life. By the time you realize the retroactive
force of this conjunction, you have already floated forward to
verse 4 and to your darkening future, leaving behind you, lodged
in a single kappa, the whole implication of your life without
roses. Aristotle defines “conjunction” for us as follows:

ouvdeopog &8¢ Eotv dwvi) donuog it Adyou aoxiy 1) téhog
7 SLopLopdy dnhoi [olov 10 dudl kol O mepl kal T dra.
(1457a7-9)

A conjunction is a meaningless sound which makes clear
the beginning, end, or definition of an utterance.

So in fragment 55, Sappho has used the conjunctival action of
kai to imitate an almost imperceptible causal connection
between the beginning, end, and definition of some woman’s
meaningless life. She has used the syncopating action of crasis
to speed up the meaninglessness and to introduce a lurch of
hindsight into the reasoning process of her poem. You may
think “reasoning process” is an inappropriate description of
Sappho’s fragment 55. But Aristotle tells us that “all the affects
produced by words fall under the category of reasoning or
dianoia” (§o11 88 kard Ty Sudvolay tadta, doa Vo Tov Adyou
del mogaokevaodival. 1456a36-37). The words of Sappho’s
poem move your mind through an action of reasoning that is,
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nonetheless, distinct from other types of dianoia in virtue of
its thrill. There is a classical Chinese proverb that says, “The
closer you look at a word the more distantly it looks back at
you.” The thrill of lyric mimesis has something importantly to
do with this collaboration of distance and closeness, whereby
they approach, meet, and seem almost about to interchange,
like a man shaking hands with himself in a mirror. Aristotle
says the best mimetic actions are the ones that happen “contrary
to expectation and through one another” (émel 8¢ o0 pdvov
tedeiag €01l mpdEewg M uiunolg aArd xai poPepdv kal
gAEEVOY, Talta 88 yivetow xal pditota [kal paiiov] Stav
vévntow maed v 86Eav & diAnha 1452a4). One further
example from Sappho may help us focus this observation.

¢daivetal pol kijvog iogog B€owowv
guuev’ dvnE, ottig évaviidg tou
iodavel kai ThGowov adv dpwvei-
00 UTAKOVEL

Kol yeAaioag inépoev, 6 W 1 udv
kapdiav €v o1iBeowv EntéoLoEV”

®g yap £g 0 10w PeoYE’, G ue Gpaval-
o’ ovd’ v &1 eikey,

GA dxav ugv yhdooa tEayet, Aéntov
& atiuka xo® nbe Ymadedodunkey,
ommdreact &’ ovd’ Ev Sponuu’, EmEEou-
Betol &’ dxovau,

k(o 8¢ W i0pwg Yiypog ExeL, Tedroc O
motoov ayeet, YAwpotépa 8t moiag
£uL, TeBvaxmv 8’ dhiyw ‘mdeing
daivop’ €W avr[q.
(frg. 31 LP)

He seems to me equal to the gods that man
whoever he is who opposite you

sits and listens close

to your sweet speaking
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and lovely laughing—oh it

puts the heart in my chest on wings

for when I look at you, a moment, then no speaking
is left in me

no: tongue breaks and thin

fire is racing under skin

and in eyes no sight and drumming
fills ears

and cold sweat holds me and shaking
grips me all, greener than grass

[ am and dead —or almost

[ seem to me.

Itis a strangely theatrical poem, as brightly lit as a stage set and
much concerned with the problem of seeming. It begins and
ends with a form of the verb phainesthai, “to appear”: phainetai
(v. 1) “he seems,” phainomai (v. 16) “I seem.” Seeming is an
activity that ordinarily posits a cast of two. The person who
seems and the person to whom she seems. But on Sappho’s
stage the action is triangular, at least to begin with, for the
opening stanza features three actors, “that man” and “you” and
“me.” And although Sappho immediately sets about reducing
the cast to “you” and “me” in the second stanza and then “me”
alone in the remaining verses, phenomena double and triple
themselves insistently throughout the poem.

Duality is asserted in sound and syntax by verbal responsions
like phainetai . . . phainomai (1 and 16); emmen’ . . . emmi (2
and 15); phoneisas . . . phonaisa (3 and 7); hos . . . hos (7);
hypakouei . . . akouai (4 and 12). Sappho’s catalogue of erotic
reactions, on the other hand, is organized in sets of three. A
triple physiological affect is three times recorded, each time in
the same order —visual, oral/aural, tactile. So we find: “he
seems” (1); “he listens to your voice” (4); “my heart is on
wings” (6); “I look” (7); “no speaking is in me . . . tongue
breaks” (7-9); “fire runs under my skin” (10); “no sight is in
my eyes” (11); “drumming is in my ears” (11-12); “cold sweat
holds me” (13). At the end of the catalogue, unity is reasserted
by the protagonist; Sappho says, . . . shaking grips the whole
me . ..” (13-14). It is apparently a matter of some importance
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to her to gather the data of outer sense into one being. Aristotle
agrees that an imitative poet should focus her imitation on one
thing, not three:

gnel yap &0 punTig O mowtiis domegavel Lwypddog F
TLG GALOG EIKOVOTIOLOG, AVAYKY ULETOOAL TOLDY SVTWY TOV
apbpov év w dei, 7 yap ola Nv f fonw, 1 old paowv kai
doket, [f] ola elva det.

(1460b8-11)

For a poet is an imitator like a painter or any image maker
and it is necessary for him to imitate out of three things
one at any given time: things as they are, things as they
are said or seem to be, things as they ought to be.

Sappho proceeds in fragment 31 as if she has in mind these same
three registers of discourse: the real, the apparent, the ideal.
She disposes of ideality fairly early in the poem. “That man
equal to the gods whoever he is” ceases to exist as soon as we
do not care to know his name; the indefinite pronoun ottis,
“whoever,” obliterates him. The rest of the poem is a research
through appearance to reality, beginning and ending (as we
have already noted) with forms of the verb phainesthai and
framing a revelation at the core. The action of the poem is in
a true sense spectacular. We see the modes of perception
reduced to dysfunction one by one; we see the objects of outer
sense disappear, and on the brightly lit stage at the center of
her being we see Sappho recognize herself: emmi, “I am,” she
asserts at verse 15.

“Seeing” or “spectacle” or opsis is the “most ravishing” aspect
of dramatic mimesis according to Aristotle (1) 8¢ Syig Yuyoyw-
YoV, 1450b17). He applies to visual spectacle the adjective
psychagogikon, which means something like “it kidnaps your
soul.” So too is Sappho’s soul kidnapped by the spectacle of her
own mimesis, or so it seems. “I am greener than grass,” she says
at verse 15, predicating of her own being an attribute observable
only from outside her own body. The experience Sappho
describes is one well known to Greek aesthetic theory and
commended by Aristotle. It is the condition called ekstasis,
“standing outside oneself,” widely regarded as characteristic of

madmen, geniuses, or lovers and ascribed particularly to poets
her Acinsnela ne Danslion 1ASCIY D4
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310 evpuoig 1) motTKH £0TLY 1) paVKoT* TovTV Y& of
pev ebmhaotol ol 08 éxotatikoi eiow.

Thus the art of poetry belongs either to geniuses or mad-
men. For of these the former are good plastic, the latter
able to stand out of themselves.

It is nonetheless noteworthy that Sappho’s ekstasis does not
clear the stage at the center of her being. On the contrary, as
she stands outside her own body looking in, a mysterious figure
seems to be coming into focus there. “To have died — or almost,
I seem to myself,” she says (v. 16), implying at least two and
possibly three actors engaged in this final episode of the action.
There is Sappho the subject, Sappho the object, and perhaps
also Sappho the word that separates subject and object by nam-
ing them. But this third presence remains problematic.

The problem of the third actor is a real and controversial one
for the history of the Greek theater, which Aristotle treats in
the opening chapters of Poetics (1449a). Yet it must be admitted
that Sappho leaves it unclear, at the end of fragment 31, just
how many people she imagines herself to be. “Only the shallow
know themselves,” Oscar Wilde has said. Aristotle offers a more
substantial explanation for this and other unclarities of poetic
exposition:

mEOg 88 ToUToLg 0vY, 1) arlrti) 0pB6TNG E0Tiv THig TOMTIKHC
Kal Tfig mouTikilg ovdE GAANG TéxvNg Kol TouTikic.
(1460b14-15)

There is not the same correctness in the art of political life
nor in any other art as in that of poetry.

It was not surprising to Aristotle that poets make mistakes, nor
that they enjoy it, nor that such errors can sometimes be more
true than correct information. Indeed, one could describe
mimesis lightly as a single sustained mistake of this kind, insofar
as a perfect imitation would be a contradiction in terms, or at
least a contradiction of Aristotelian pleasure. However that may
be, Aristotle offers us detailed instructions on how best to enjoy
the true mistakes of poetry:
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avtijg 8¢ TiHg mowmtikiig ditt) Guagrtia, 1§ uiv yao kad’
attiv, 1| 62 xatd ovuPepnkos. ei pév ya npoeileto wp-
fioaoBo * * aduvvauiav, adtic N Guagrio.

(1460b15-17)

Error in the art of poetry is of two kinds, essential and
incidental. For if [a poet] chose to imitate incapacity, that
would be an error of [the poetry] itself . . .

This text is fairly universally condemned as unintelligible, lacu-
nate, and in need of supplementation, for example, by adding
various words before adynamian. But to take Aristotle literally
may give us a stronger reading in relation to available lyric
examples. The text says, “error kath’hautén would occur if
a poet chose to imitate adynamian.” “Error kath’hautén” is
sometimes translated as “essential error” but should mean
something like “error in accordance with the poetry itself.”
Adynamia is a word denoting “incapacity” of all kinds — physi-
cal, moral, or mental; it could as well describe a man unable to
count from one to four as a man powerless to get enough to
eat. For example, in fragment 20 of Alkman:

doac & Eonke 1oeic, B6pog
Kol XEIUO KORHOOV Toitav
xat tétpatov 10 Fijp, 6k
oGAeL uév, Eobinv & adav
ovK €0TL.

[?] made three seasons, summer
and winter and autumn third

and fourth spring when

there is blooming but to eat enough
is not.

Clearly, Alkman’s error is of the essential kind. He is imitating
the possibility of starvation. For a poor Spartan poet with
nothing left in his cupboard at the end of winter, spring comes
along like an afterthought of the natural economy, unbalancing
his checkbook and enjambing his verse. The poem leaves us
three-quarters of the way into an iambic metron, hungry for an
explanation of where spring came from and resentful of its
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intrusion into the poetic account.

The intrusiveness of truth into a poetic account is an imitative
affect that Aristotle admires intensely and recommends widely
to the user of words, for it puts the soul in conversation with
itself at a dramatic juncture. The method and psychology of
this technique are specified in Rbetoric:

g0t O¢ Kol t0 doteta T mhetota Oud petadopls kai éx
101 npooeEamatav: pahrov yap yiyvetar difhov 61
£nabe mod 10 Evavting Exewv, Kai £0tke AEYELY 1) Yuyh)
“ig dAnddg, Eyd & fjuagrov”.

(Rbet. 3.11.6)

Most witticism comes about through metaphor and from
deceiving [the reader or listener] beforehand. For it gradu-
ally becomes clear [to the reader] that he has learned,
because of the contradiction. And the soul seems to say:
How true, but I missed it!

We recognize the structure of this mental event from Aristotle’s
discussion of tragic mimesis in Poetics:

KaAAhiotn 08 avayvapLoig, dTav dua TEQLME TELOL
vivovod.
(1452a33)

A recognition is finest when it happens at the same time as
a reversal.

But the question of what exactly it is we enjoy in the experience
of recognizing our own error, at that moment when the soul
turns to look at its own reasoning process like an actor upon a
stage and intervenes just in time to forestall kidnap, seems to
be a question fundamental to our understanding of Aristotle’s
understanding of what poetry is. “No brush can write two
words at the same time,” says the classical Chinese proverb. Yet
Aristotelian mimesis is just such a brush, able to paint knowl-
edge and error shaking hands with one another in a mirror.
Aristotle seems undismayed by the necessarily bifocal charac-
ter of this mimetic image. It represents for him a faculty of our
human nature no more problematic than using two eyes to see
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one world. As Empedokles says:

nio yiveton dudotépwv .
(frg. 88 DK = Poet. 1458ab)

From the two comes one seeing.

Aristotle quotes this verse of Empedokles, amidst a discussion
of how poets use nouns (1458a), and tastefully refrains from
observing that Empedokles’ noun ops is in itself a kind of double
exposure, for it has the meaning “eye, sight, appearance” but
also the meaning “voice, sound, word” (c. LSJ). It is a fact the
noun ops is never used elsewhere in the nominative case to
mean “voice, sound, word.” And it is probable that Empedokles
intended no pun whatsoever when he chose this term. And it
may be necessary to doubt that Aristotle thought twice about
the meanings of ops when he quoted Empedokles, a poet whose
verse, we are informed in the opening chapters of Poetics
(1447b), has nothing more in common with real poetic imita-
tion than its metre. But these opening chapters of Poetics also
inform us that imitation is “not of men but of action and life”
(1450a16—17). The obscure, incomplete, and unmetrical verse
of Empedokles that Aristotle cites out of context to illustrate
an argument about the use of abbreviated nouns in poetry does
serve to bring together, in an action that from a lyric point of
view characterizes both and imitates their relation, the least
poetic of the poets of philosophy and the most philosophical of
the philosophers of poetry. From the two comes one ops. Nei-
ther of its eyes is gazing out at you, yet you may feel yourself
involved in a profound activity of seeing and being seen. For
mimesis is an experience that takes you in (as we say) —in to the
thrilling depths of yourself where every surface is as polished as
a mirror and the meaning of things seems just about to walk
up and shake your hand.



