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In his treatise Poetics Aristotle says:

AL pév ovv TNg Toaywdiag petaBaoels Kot dt
@V €y€évovTo ov AeAnBaoty, 1] 9¢ Kwwdin dux
TO U] omovddleoOat ¢€ apxng éAabev. (Aris-
totelis Ars poetica 1449a 38-39).

Now, tragedy’s stages of development, and
those responsible for them, have been re-
membered, but the comedy’s early history
was forgotten because no serious interest was
taken in it.

Aristotle is right — in antiquity comedy
was not an object of theoretical reflection.
Thus but meager information from antiq-
uity on the theory of comedy is available —
sporadic, non-systemized statements in
Aristotle’s Poetics. Still there is some
evidence that there may have been more
material on comedy in the Poetics than we
find in the surviving text.

The foremost source of this information
is Aristotle himself. As to the Poetics, the
first sentence of the text says:

ITept mMomTIKNG AVTAG TE KAl TV D@V aUTAG,
NV Tva dUVALY €KAOTOV EXEL ... AEYWHEV ...
(Aristotelis Ars poetica 1447a).

We are to discuss both poetry in general and

the capacity of each of its genres ...

Such discussion in the Poetics is miss-
ing. The text deals solely with tragedy. The
few comments on comedy as well as on
epic poetry and historiography are given

in the context of tragedy analysis as points
of comparison that help to illuminate the
superior qualities of tragedy'.

On the other hand, two of Aristotle’s
statements in the Rhetoric indicate discus-
sion of comedy in the Poetics:

duooLoTaL O¢ TeQL YeAOIwV XwoIS €V TOLS el
momTiknG (Aristotelis Ars rhetorica 1372al)
(The ridiculous has been discussed separately in the
Poetics)

and
elonTal oo €ldN yeAoiwv €0Tv €v TOIG TteQL
nomtikng (Aristotelis Ars rhetorica 1419b) (We

have stated in the Poetics how many kinds of jests
there are).

Modern classical scholarship general-
ly accepts the fact that there was a second
book of the Poetics which dealt with the
theory of comedy?, although some doubt
is occasionally expressed?.

1 G. M. A. Grube, The Greek and Roman Critics,
Indianapolis, Cambridge: Hackett Publishing Company,
1995, 73 (hereinafter referred to as “Grube 1995);
S. Halliwell, “Aristotle’s Poetics”, in: The Cambridge
History of Literary Criticism, Volume I: Classical Criti-
cism, Cambridge: CUP, 1997, 179 (hereinafter referred
to as “Halliwell 19977).

2 Halliwell 1997, 179; S. Halliwell, “Introduc-
tion”, in: Aristotle Poetics. Aristotle XXIII, Cambridge,
Massachusetts & London, England: Cambridge Univer-
sity Press, 1999, 11; G. A. Kennedy, Aristotle on Rheto-
ric. A Theory of Civic Discourse, New York & Oxford:
OUP, 2007, n. 214, 92; n 215 (hereinafter referred to as
“Kennedy 2007”), 248; J. de Romilly, 4 Short History
of Greek Literature, Chicago & London: University of
Chicago Press, 1985, 163.

3 Grube 1995, 141.
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The available information on the ancient
theory of comedy is so insufficient that any
text that could expand knowledge in this
area merits consideration. This is the case
with the treatise Tractatus Coislinianus,
the only complete surviving Greek text on
comedy. Still scholarly evaluation of this
material for several reasons is guarded® .

First, Tractatus Coislinianus has sur-
vived in one 10™ century manuscript. Its
authorship and date of composition are not
known. As the manuscript contains also
some other texts — fragments of Aristotle’s
Prior Analytics and of the 3™ century Neo-
platonic philosopher Porphyry’s Introduc-
tion to Categories (often considered to be
a commentary on Aristotle’s Categories)
and several 6" century commentaries to
Porphyry’s texts, tentative attempts have
been made to date the Tractatus with the
6™ century. Still, what is more important —
a number of characteristics of the treatise,
foremost terminology and in some cases
also contents, point to its link with antig-
uity in general and Aristotle in particular.

Secondly, the narrative qualities of
Tractatus Coislinianus are more character-
istic of a remodeled text than of an origi-
nal one. The treatise deals with three wide
subject areas — the system of poetic genres,
characterization of comedy and sources
of laughter. The material is presented in-
consequentially without logical structure.

4 S.Halliwell (Halliwell 1997,181)and G.M.A. Gru-
be (Grube 1995, 142, 149) consider Tractatus Coislini-
anus to be an unsuccessful attempt to apply Aristotle’s
theory of tragedy to comedy). R. Janko in his Aristot-
le on Comedy. Towards a Reconstruction of Poetics 11
London: Duckworth, 2002, 100—104 (hereinafter “Jan-
ko 2002”) thinks Tractatus Coislinianus to be a major
source for the reconstruction of the ancient theory of
comedy and the second book of Aristotle’s Poetics.
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This feature of the text could be the re-
sult of compilation. The manner of narra-
tion — abrupt statements and enumerations
without further explanation and the size of
the text — less than a thousand words (for
comparison — Aristotle’s Poetics is about
10 000 words) — remind of a synopsis.
Ever since the first publication of Trac-
tatus Coislinianus in 1839, classical schol-
arship has discussed the possibility of us-
ing the Tractatus for reconstruction of the
ancient theory of comedy. John Anthony
Cramer, the first publisher of the treatise,
was fairly optimistic in regard to recon-
struction of Aristotelian theory of laughter
with the help of Tractatus Coislinianus>.
His idea was that the author of Tracta-
tus Coislinianus had made use of a more
complete text of Aristotle’s Poetics than
the one available to us, thus the analysis
of the sources of laughter which has not
survived in the existing variant of the Po-
etics, is of special importance. This view
is firmly upheld by the classicist Richard
Janko in his “hypothetical reconstruction”
of the second book of Aristotle’s Poetics
on the basis of the Tractatus information,
supplemented by Aristotle’s statements on
comedy in the Poetics in conjunction with
the information of Aristotelian scholia®.
Shortly after Tractatus Coislinianus was
first published, classicist Jacob Bernays
expressed a more cautious point. His idea
was that the author of the Tractatus had

5 J. A. Cramer, Anecdota Graeca e codd. Manu-
scriptis Bibliothecae Rehiae Parisiensis, Oxford, 1839—
41, repr. Hildesheim, 1967.

6 Janko, 2002, Another eminent, but less convin-
cing example is L. Cooper who in his An Aristotelian
Theory of Comedy (New York, 1922) practically rewri-
tes Poetics, applying Aristotelian analysis to comedy.



made use of the Aristotelian theory of the
sources of laughter, and this material had
been a part of the original Poetics. Bernays
considered the rest of the Tractatus to be
a compilation of several Aristotelian texts
and as such — useful for general studies of
Aristotle’s views’.

Modern classical scholarship in regard
to Tractatus Coislinianus has shifted the
focus of study. The idea that the author of
the Tractatus has mechanically and with-
out much understanding compiled several
sources, including Aristotle’s Poetics, 1is
generally accepted. The Tractatus is just an
indirect source of information which echoes
the ideas of the ancient theory of comedy.

Thus although Aristotle’s Poetics is the
major for the study of ancient theory of
comedy, it should be pointed out that the
primary objective of this text is the analy-
sis of tragedy and discussion of comedy
highlights only some aspects of comedy.
They are: first, the specifics of comedy
characters and, secondly, the nature of
laughter in comedy.

In Aristotle’s view, author’s choice of
the poetic object has been the keystone
for branching of poetry into tragedy and
comedy. Thus the dichotomy of tragedy
and comedy rises from the characters of
the genre:

‘Ev avth) ¢ 1) dtadooi kal 1) toarywdic eog

MV Kopwdiav dLéotnkev: 1) LEV Y&Q XelQovg

N d¢ BeAtiovg pupeioBal PovAetal v vov
(Aristotelis Ars poetica 1448a 17).

This very distinction separates tragedy from
comedy: the latter tends to represent people
inferior, the former superior, to existing hu-
mans.

7 J. Bernays, “Ergéinzung zu Aristoteles’ Poetik”,
Rheinisches Museum fiir Philologie. V1II (1853), 561-596.

Aristotle gives a more detailed charac-
terization of comedy characters:

H 8¢ xwuwdia é0tiv domeQ elmopey pipnoig
GavAOTEQWVY HEV, 0D HEVTOL KATX TIROOV
Kakiav, AAAX TOD aloxQoL 0Tt TO YeAolov
pooov. To yao yeAoldv €otv apagmuad t
Kat aloxog avaduvov kat oL GpOagTkdv, olov
£VOVC TO YEAOIOV TOOOWTIOV AXLTXQOV TL Kol
OLEOTOAUIEVOV dvev 0dUVNG (Aristotelis Ars
Poetica. 1449a 31-36).

Comedy, as we said, is an imitation of baser
(davAotéowv), but not wholly vicious char-
acters (katd maoav koaxiav), rather, the
laughable (o yeAolov) is one category of the
shameful (tov aioxoov). For the laughable
comprises any fault (Gpaotnud) or mark of
shame (adoxog) which involves no pain or de-
struction: most obviously, the laughable mask is
something ugly and twisted, but not painfully.

Aristotle’s statement that comic charac-
ters carry a fault or mark of shame does
not make it clear what kind of atoxo0dv he
has in mind. It is evident that any mention
of the specifics of other literary genres in
the Poetics serves the purpose of provid-
ing comparison with tragedy. Comic char-
acters are antipodes to tragic characters. If
so, characterization of comic characters as
“inferior” includes aesthetic evaluation.

In the discussion of comic laughter Ar-
istotle distinguishes two types of laugh-
ter — iambic laughter and comic laughter.
The difference lies in the nature of these
two types of laughter. lambic laughter is
invective (Ydyoc), and it is directed at a
particular individual:

. ol d¢ evteAéotegol Tag TV GavAwv,
TEWTOV POYOLS TIOLOVVTEG ... (Aristotelis Ars
poetica. 1448b 26-27)

.. the more vulgar [creators of characters]
depicted the actions of the base, in the first place
by composing invectives ...
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Comic laughter (10 yeAoiov), on the
other hand, is directed not at individuals,
but at generalia:

‘Emti pev o0v ¢ Kwpwdiag 1dn tovto dnAov
Yéyovev: cuOTHOAVTES YAQ TOV HUOOV ... oL
WomeQ ol lauPomolol el TOV Kab' Exaotov
miotovowv (Aristotelis Ars poetica. 1451b 11-14).

In comedy, this point has by now become
obvious: the poets ... do not, like iambic poets,
write about a particular person.

Due to the social activity and topical-
ity of ancient Greek comedy, the Aristote-
lian term to “the laughable” (to yeAoiov)
can be equated to the modern term “the
comic”®. Any shortcoming, fault and ugli-
ness may be the carrier of comic laughter,
on the condition that this phenomenon is
socially significant. In this connection Ar-
istotle’s views on the history of develop-
ment of comedy are of interest. In his opin-
ion, invective, iambic poetry, comic poem
Margites, phallic rituals, Sicilian and Attic
comedy have all contributed to the devel-
opment of comedy. Aristotle sees this pro-
cess as movement from individual invec-
tive to exposure of general faults, i.e., to
socially acceptable and ethical laughter®.

In comparison with the Poetics, the au-
thor of Tractatus Coislinianus deals with
a wider scope of comedy related issues.
Division of laughter into laughter arising
from language (0 YéAws amo g AéEewc)
and laughter arising from actions (6 yéAwg
amo v mpaypatwv) is of special inter-
est. This material, when supplemented with
the relevant information provides by the
ancient authors (Demetrii ITepi épunveiac

8 0. Lams, “Marks Tullijs Cicerons — komisma
teoretikis”, in: Antiquitas viva. Studia classica, LU ZR
645 sgjums. Riga: LU, 136.

° Halliwell, 1997, 181.
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136 ff.; Rhetorica ad Herennium 1.6.10;
Ciceronis De oratore 2.239 ff; Quintiliani
Institutio oratoria 6.3.35 ff; Hermogenis
Iept ueBodov dewotnroc 34, 2.453 ff)),
helps to form a more complete picture of
the ancient understanding of the sources
of laughter.

Other subject areas touched upon in
Tractatus Coislinianus are the place of
comedy in the system of poetic genres and
characterization of comedy.

The author of Tractatus Coislinianus di-
vides poetry into the mimetic (1] pLpun Tk
¢ monoews Tractatus Coislinianus. 2)
and the non-mimetic branch (] apipnrog
¢ monoews Tractatus Coilsinianus.1).
Comedy together with tragedy, mime and
satyr plays represent the mimetic branch
and precisely — the dramatic and action
representing sub-branch (to doapdtucov
kat moaktwcov Tractatus Coislinianus.2).
Chronologically inconsistent with Aristo-
tle is the division of comedy into the old,
middle and new comedy (7ractatus Cois-
linianus.18).

Characterization of comedy constitutes
the most extensive part of Tractatus Cois-
linianus. The author of the Tractatus has
obviously used Aristotle’s Poetics for his
model. His method of work with the Aris-
totelian text goes in two directions: first, he
borrows from the Poetics the scarce infor-
mation on comedy and secondly, he takes
over from the Poetics the framework of
tragedy analysis and applies it to comedy,
in some cases with minor adjustments.

Thus Tractatus Coislinianus echoes
Aristotle’s Poetics when it says that the
comic jester (okwmntwv Tractatus Coislin-
ianus. 8) strives to expose the faults of soul



and body (apaomipata g Puxns kai
tov owpatos Tractatus Coislinianus.8).
Just like the Poetics, the Tractatus points
out the
(Aowoola) and comedy (Tractatus Cois-
linianus. 7). Still the explanation of this
difference does not sound Aristotelian.

difference between invective

For the author of Tractatus Coislinianus
the difference stems from the manner of
laughter. Laughter in invective is direct
and open (AmaaKAAVTITWS T TTEOTOVTA
kaxa diéEeiow Tractatus Coislinianus.7),
but comic laughter just gives hints at faults
(dettar g kKaAovpévng eudaoews Trac-
tatus Coislinianus. 7).

Application of tragedy characteriza-
tion framework to comedy in some cases
works quite well. Division of comedy into
constituent elements (eidn Tractatus Cois-
linianus.10) and parts (uéon Tractatus
Coislinianus.17) echoes the Poetics. The
constituent elements of comedy like those
of tragedy are plot (uvBoc), character
(nB0c), thought (diavowx), diction (AéEig),
song (pnéAog), spectacle (o). The author
of the Tractatus is less successful with the
parts of comedy, as they are different in
tragedy and comedy. Thus the author of the
Tractatus names prologue, choral element,
episodes and exodus, which are inherent
in tragedy, but makes no mention of such
important comedy parts as maoaBaoic and
AYV.

In a few cases the author of Tractatus
Coislinianus makes modest statements on
comedy which are constructed from anal-
ogy with the relevant Aristotelian conclu-
sions on tragedy. The statement that the
language of comedy is common (kotvr))
and popular (dnuwdng) is derived from

Aristotelian idea that comic characters
are more ordinary than tragic characters.
Similarly, the statements that comic plot
is structured around laughable actions and
that comic characters are buffoons, ironi-
cal men and boasters can be traced back
to Aristotelian conclusions regarding the
relevant aspects of tragedy.

Still the method of mechanical or slight-
ly adjusted transfer of Aristotelian ideas on
tragedy to the sphere of comedy oftentimes
fails the author. Definition of comedy in the
Tractatus is such a case. Without the Aris-
totelian definition of tragedy it is impossi-
ble to understand what the author of 7Trac-
tatus Coislinianus is trying to say. Only
some disjointed ideas can be deciphered,
namely, that comedy is an imitation of a
laughable action, that comedy has parts,
that comedy has action, that it achieves ca-
tharsis of emotions through pleasure and
laughter. The same relates to the statement
that plot, diction and song can be found in
all comedies, but thought, characters and
spectacle — in some. Another striking ex-
ample of the mechanical transfer method
applied by the author of the Tractate is his
comment on comic thought. The author of
the Tractatus states that comic thought is
of two kinds — opinion (yvwun) and proof
(mtioteig). Proof is subdivided into oaths,
agreements, testimonies, ordeals, laws.
Obviously the author, relying on the Po-
etics (1456a 34) to look for means of ex-
pressing thought in the Rhetoric, mechani-
cally borrows this material without much
consideration whether it can be applied to
the subject under discussion or not.

The conclusion is that Tractatus Cois-
linianus as a source material for the study
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of the ancient theory of comedy is of little
importance. It provides almost no informa-
tion that is not borrowed from the Poetics.
In the few cases it does, the author has,
with more or less success, remodeled Ar-
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Straipsnyje nagrinéjami pagrindiniai islik¢ antikiniy
Saltiniy liudijimai apie komedijos Zanring specifika —
Aristotelio Poetika ir Retorika bei vienintelis iSlikes
komedijai skirtas kiirinys, vadinamasis Tractatus
Coislinianus. Autoré iSvadose teigia, kad Tractatus
Coislinianus negali buti laikomas savarankisku ir
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