RICHARD PATTERSON

THE PLATONIC ART OF
COMEDY AND TRAGEDY

NY PROPOSAL to speak of “the Platonic art” of tragedy and comedy will
Aprobably raise some eyebrows. Socrates’ own argument in the fon that
poetry is the product of inspiration rather than of art or craft (techne) already sug-
gests that the term “art” is entirely out of place. And those who do not sll'are
Socrates’ doubts about the status of tragedy and comedy as arts might still ObJCC.[
to use of the singular “art,” on grounds that these are surely two'distmg technat.
Nonetheless an elusive passage near the end of the Symposium does point to the
existence of a single art underlying both genres. At least, 50cratf3s 1s able. to forcc
the tragedian Agathon and the comedian Aristophanes to aFimll — albelt. ialter a
iong night of drink, by an argument they are “scarcely In any C.Ol’ldl'thl’T to
follow” — that “the same man should know how to compose (epistasthai poiein)
comedy and tragedy, and he who produced tragedy by art (fechne) would also
produce comedy” (223d). .

Although Agathon and Aristophanes would have con51de.red them§clves gen-
uine artists, they almost certainly would have .viewed their respective arts as
distinct and independent. We know of no playwright who competed in the

festivals both as tragedian and as comedian. On the contrary, it was a common-

place, if an oversimplification, in fifth-century Athens that “the two genres were
rigidly separate . . . tragedy was tragedy and comedy was comedy. an‘d never
the twain should meet.”! But if the two apparently separate genres in fact con-
stitute a single art such that any of its masters would produce both-comedy and
tragedy, then neither Agathon nor Aristophanes would be a master of that
dramatic art. Thus Socrates must “force” their assent.

But that surprising conclusion only heightens the doubt exPressed ztt the
outset. If there is a single dramatic art, what is one to make of Socrates’ own
argument in the fon (and, in effect, the Apology and Gorgias) that g_ood tragegly.or_
comedy, along with any other good poetry, does not rest on te:chnef or.on e‘f)ljtc"me
(knowledge, genuine understanding), but is the product of inspiration, native
instinct, or some mere knack?? And even assuming that comedy and Fragedy do
rest on art, what reason is there to suppose that they are the same art? Further,
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with an cye specifically to the Symposium, what might this art have to do with that:
dialogue’s ;innmounced competition in wisdam (saphia) judged by Dionysus, god
of drama and of wine, in which Socrates emerges the victor? And what, in turn,
does that have to do with the dialogue’s C(TI][I':.l_l occupation with love? All these |
questions point to a crueial preliminary issue, and to the larger theme advertised
in the title of this paper: what, on Platonic grounds, would be involved in deny-
ing or allirming that anyone writes tragedy o comedy by fechne or episteme?
Discussion of this issue will bring out two'distinct and textually attested Platonic
conceptions of true drama, one from the Laies, another from the Philebus. Both
will prove of interest in their own right and, I helieve, contribute to our under-
standing of the Sympoesium,

I

In the afterglow of his victory at Epidaurus. the rhapsode Ton of Plato’s Jon
lays-claim to knowledge of all the crafts of which Homer sang: as Homer is wise

in all things, so also must be the master reciter and interpreter of Homer. But

under questioning by Socrates he admits the absurdity of his claim to virtual
omniscience, allowing, finally, that his success as a rhapsode is a matter of
imspiration rathier than knowledge. In Socrates” metaphor of the Muse as wiag- *
netic stone, cven Homer himself is only the first in a series of suspended rings.
By a power drawn from the stone, Homer attracts (inspires) lon, who in turn
inspires his audience. Through this account Socrates denics the poets (and rhap-
sodes) techne and episteme: they are not themsclves masters of strategy, medicine,
horsemanship, statecraft, or carpentry. However convineingly they may speak
about these things, they do not know what they are talking about. Tn this they
differ from every genuine Platonic technites, whether doctor, carpenter, 01}\\
husbandman, who does have knowledge of some specific subject matter. Just as
the sophist and rhetorician of the Gorgias lack fechne in.part because they lack
knowledge of the things of which they speak (mmatters germane to legislation, or
to the curative functions of a judicial system; see esp. 464b~465a, H500e-501c),
so the poets Jack techne because they have no genuine understanding of the things
of whiclt they sing or write. This basic epistenmc condition for lechne 1s either
explicit or implicit in virtually all of Plato’s works, so one may be sure that any
Platonic art of comedy or trégedy must rest on knowledge of an appropriate field
or subject matter. :

At first glance Plato may seem to have softened his attack on the poets when
in Republic X, at Sophist 266¢, and Laws 667¢-d he acknowledges an “art of imita-
tion.” But in fact this art of imitation, as explained in Republic X, still involves no
knowledge of the true nature of the subjects imitated, but only —so far as one’s
apprehension of the subjects themselves is concerned — awareness of how they
appear. The poet as such need not have knowledge (or even true opinion, Rep.
602a) of carpentry or generalship, so long as he can create a convineing phan-
tasm in words of a carpenter or general. hu this.vespect the pocer is like the
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painter who creates phantasms of “real things themselves” merely by looking at
their appearances, and not through genuine knowledge of the kinds of actions or
objects he paints (see Republic 598e-601a). This does allow the painter or poet
some mastery of painterly or poetic technique (foreshortening, skiagraphia;
" handling of meter, ctc.). But the present point concerns what the artist does or
does not know about the true nature, rather than the appearance, of the subjects
or actions he imitates. In this respect painter and poet are equally lacking in
genuine knowledge. The essential epistemic condition for genuine techne insisted
upon in the Ion, Gorgias, and elsewhere, and used in Republic X to put the techne
of the imitative artist in its place, is simply not to be found among the poets.

11

Laws VII does, however, provide a version of true tragedy — tragedy based
on knowledge of its subject matter and composed by art or craft in a sense
denied to popular tragedy. At 816d-817a the Athenian distinguishes broadly
*between comedy and tragedy in terms of a familiar cortrast between the geloton
and the spoudamn the low and Iaughable vs. the elevated; noble, and serious. He
then contrasts the “so-called serious” compositions of the tragedians (fon de
spoudaion, hos phasi, 817a2) with the only genuine tragedy:

Esteemed visitors, we ave ourselves makers of a tragedy, and of the finest and best
we are able to procucc. For our entire city has been constructed as a dramatization
of the finest and best fife; that is what we hold to be in truth the most genuine of
tragedies. Thus you arc poets and we also are poets of the same things, rival artists
and competitors, and in the finest of all dramas, one that by nature can be pro-
duced only by a code of true law. (817b, trans. after, Taylor)

The truest and best tragedy, if tragedy is the highest form of literary mimesis,
is the dramatization of the noblest and best sort of life. This is, to be sure, a far
cry from the more familiar Aristotelian conceptioh of tragedy involving strong
arousal of the “tragic emotions” and centering on the tragic fate of a particular
kind of central character. It is not that Plato precludes emotional response; audi-

“ences might still react with some measure of fear, pity, and so on, to the stories
of good men in the perils of war (e.g., Republic 399a-c) or of Ancicnt Athens

locked in mortal conflict with Atlantis. But this reaction will be such as to -

educate citizens to fcar, pity, and rejoice in duc measure, at things that really
ought to be feared, pitied, etc. There will be none of the usual wanton indul-
gence of the passions, with its inevitable strengthening of the lowest part of the
soul (Republic X, 602¢-603b). (Plato does not concede, at:Laws 790c~ 791a, a

beneficial katharsis through arousal of emotion in the theater. He speaks there of

a “Dionysiac treatment” for madness. It may be that Aristotle saw in such treat-
ment a similar, more generally applicable benefit to be gained through stage
tragedy. But Plato evidently did not.)
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“fall” part of the Laws’ conception of tragedy. Socrates of the Phaedo,
for exarnple, is a Platonically tragic figure in the Laws’sense, but not because
death is a misfortune for him. To view his death that way —as “tragic” in a more

Nor is a

popular sense — is, as Socrates himself emphasizes, (o ignore the whole course of
the dialogue. I'or the philosopher, separation of the soul from the body is a
welcone release from earthly impediments to 1rue wisdom.

But in one important respect Plato’s usape is entirely traditional, For he has
isolated a very general aspect of tragedy about which all popular playwrights

and their audicnces would agree: tragedy is that branch of drama which is

important, clevated, and serious; it is, if nothing else, spoudaios, because it treats

important matters in‘an elevated manner. I general the term spoudatos takes its

meaning {roin two contrasts — with phaulos (low, unworthy, inferior), and with
geloios (low, laughable). On either count tragedy is agreed by all to be spoudaios.
Thus Aristophanes has the Chorus complain in the Clouds that Socrates neglects
‘the high matters of tragic techng,” (1494-5) and Aristotle will classify lr‘:ig‘(ﬁt]y as,
among other |hmgs an imitation of “serious (spoudatos) deeds™ (Poeticy 1449b10),

~ Plato is keenly aware of tragedy’s exalted reputation and plays upon it
ironically (Phaeds 115a, comparing himself to the “tragic man™ answering the
“call of falc”) or even quite sarcastically (Gorgias -502b, on the “wondrous com- ;
position of tragedy” which he proceeds to exposc as mere rhetoric dressed up for
the theater). He takes special delight in spoofing tragic diction, so clevated as to
be over the heads of the poor listener (see cspi. Republze +13h, 545¢; cf. Sophist
242¢). But Socvates’ cutting remarks of Republic X g0 considerably further.
Against a background of the traditional division of poetry into the l'liQh and the
low (spoudaios and gelotos, 605c) he will conclude not that tragedy is spoudaios,
but, with considerable effrontery, that tragedy “must not be regarded seriously,
(ou spoudasteon) . . . as if it grasped some truth and were some elevated matter
(hos . . . spoudaia), but we must be on guard against it . . ." (608a). And the -
unkindest cut of all: “Mimetic poetry is an inferior thing (phaule) cohabiting with
an'inferior part of the soul (phaulor) and prnd\u ing inferioy (phaula) offspring.”

Returning to the Laws, the Athenian’s concern with the common assessment
of tragedy as spoudaios now stands out in sharp relief, He has just incicated what
kind of dance performance ke considers spoudaios (dignified imitation of molmns
of a comiely bady, imitation of the brave man in war and the femperate man in
peace, 814d-¢). He emphatically classifies popular comedy as phaulos and inti-

. mates that popular tragedy belongs there, too. It is then that he addresses the

popular tragedians, the makers of “so-called noble™ tragedy, denying their right
to the term spoudaivs, and laying claim to it on behalf of his own productions. He
declares in effect that if tragedy is that sort of dramatic imitation which is noble,
elevating, and scrious, which grasps important truth — and, one must recall,
which entitles its creator to the high title of “cducaror” normally bestowed upon
the serious pocts — then dramatization of a good, noble life is the true tragedy.

Thus the concept of tragedy as imitation of the highest and best sort of life,
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which may naturally encompass the lives both of cities and of individuals, allows
one to see the author of the Republic and Laws as a true tragedian, creating in
words a just and good city. The unfinished Critias would have been Platonic
tragedy on a grand scale, portraying the courage of ancient Athens in war and
her ungrudging generosity, -after her victory, in frecing all who had been
enslaved by Atlantis (7imaeus 25b-c). Plato’s dramatic imitation of the noblest

and best sort of individual life issues principally in a series of portraits of

Socrates: as philosophy itself is the highest form of mousike (Phaedo 61a), so
dramatization of the philosophical life, and in particular of the life of the most
just and wisest man of his day (Phaedo 118a), is the highest form of drama.
On the other hand the Athenian Visitor of the Laws does not distinguish any
true or philosophic comedy. He appears to speak only of popular comedy
(816a-817a), deeming it unfit for participation or even viewing by a good man.
Still one can forge a direct link between the truly tragic (in the sense Just
~ described) and the apparently laughable: to the many, the philosopher will inevi-
tably appear ridiculous or laughable and definitely not worth taking seriously.
The common perception of the philosopher and his peculiar views as gelotos
appears frequently in the dialogues (e.g., Republic 517a, e, Symposium 221e).
Plato knew well that all who seriously pursue philosophy into adulthood will
appear ridiculous to the ignorant multitude — for their lack of concern with
worldly pleasures, their neglect of money and honor, and above all for their
enfeebling lifelong pursuit of a “wisdom” that actually renders them useless to

friends, family, and city (see especially Gorgias 485a-486¢). One consequence of
this popular view of the philosopher as geloios rather than spoudaios is a union of

(true) tragedy and (popular) comedy in a single character. We shall return o
this theme below. ' : ,

As a complement to the Laws’ conception of true tragedy one could easily
imagine a notion of the truly comic as “that which is truly low, laughable, or not
worth taking really seriously.” As with the truly spoudaios, the philosopher’s

perception of who or what fits the definition will differ radically from that of
most Athenians. If folly and wrong be the mark of the geloios, and beauty that of

the spoudaios (Republic 452d), the philosopher will, in Plato’s view, be the proper
judge of both. But on cither reading of the comic, it will be the philosopher alone
who possesses the knowledge requisite for truly expert composition. He alone
will know the nature of the truly tragic, i.e., the nature of the truly best life for
city or individual. And he will, by virtue of exactly the same knowledge, be a
master of comedy — cither by creating truly tragic figures who are at the same
time popularly comic, or by creating both truly tragic and truly comic figures.
In the former case his philosophic drama will inevitably be highly ironic, revolv-
ing about a figure who appears to some comic because of the very characteristics
that make him, for the cognoscenti, genuinely tragic. In the latter, he will create
distinct tragic and comic figures, or perhaps figures both tragic and comic, but
for different reasons. All this follows even though the view of drama in question
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gives little specific content to the notion of the truly clevated and important, or ;
the low and Jaughable. ' ' ' ‘

III

T‘he FPhilebus provides a second, more specific notion of the truly comic and
tr;?glc, sFarring from the Socratic and Delphic theme of seli-ignorance. The topic
arises within a discussion of mixed pleasures of the soul, which as 1t happens
include one’s response to comedy. The concept of S(,'lf‘-ie}'vn(‘n'all('(“, then c:ntcrrs a;
part of the analysis of the proper subject matter of t.'(nlmcdv; the laughable (fo
geloton). Socrates specifies further that a given character mm; be sclf»iq‘r)mran‘l' in
-one of three ways: aboutrhis “external goocls,” his bodily goods, m‘labour the
goods of his soul (48d-e). With regard to the third sort, it is an c‘sl')(-':(:ially (;(>m-
mon failing to overestimate one’s own wisdon or imclligcn{:c (.yoplzfa, 49a). The
misfortune of self-ignorance is related explicitly o comedy, and implicitly to
tragedy, as follows: ‘ I

' All who foolishly hold this false opinion about themselves . . . must be divided
m.tol those who are influential and powerful ancl those who are the opposile. . . .
Divide 'the_m in this way then, and all of them wh are weak and unable o get even
when ridiculed, you would be right to term ridiculous (gelotos). But those who arc
powerful and able to fight back you would most rightly term Fearsome and hateful.
For the ignorance of the powerful is hateful and shameful — both it itself and 'its
Images are & danger to anyone near. But the iznorance of the weak has for us the
rank and nature of the ridiculous. (49b-c)

This account of to geloion is apparently intended to apply in the first instance to*,
popular stage comedy and to comedy in “real life” (50b). But here, as in the N
L‘aws, the philosopher will have a different view of what or who truly fits the
given description, and hence of who is really comic,

Perhaps the purest illustration of a popular reaction of this sort occurs in Book
Il of the Iliad, 2111f.:

Now the rest had sat down, and were orderly in their places, but one man
Thersites of the endless speech, still scolded . . . vain, and witlﬁ‘)ul decency r(;
ql.Jarrel with the princes... . . This was the “ugliest man who came bcric:ﬁth
Ilion. . . . So he spoke, Thersites, abusing Agaemnon the shepherd of the peo-
ple. But brilliant Odysseus swiftly came beside him scowling and laid a harsh word
upon him: . . . You shall not lift up your mouth (0 argue with princes. . . . So he
spoke and dashed the sceptre against his back and shoulders, and he doubled over,
and a round tear dropped from him. . . . Sorry though the men were they laughed
over him happily. (Lattimore trans.) o

Some readers may not find the episode so vastly amusing as did the Achacans,
- - 1 » d Y L‘ 5 y .
bat Homer’s audicnce would surely find Socrates” analysis of to geloion perfectly
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applicable to Thersites. This unnaturally ugly and brazen “man of the people”
does not know his own natural place — hence is self-ignorant — and is impotent
to strike back when rebuked by Odysseus. (Plato, too, treats Thersites as gelotos,
at Republic 620c, though with no accompanying -analysis. Near th¢ end of the
myth of Er, as various figures are seen choosing their next life, the soul of that
“buffoon” (gelatopoios) is spied:far off in the distance putting on the body of an
ape.) : ‘ '

But other characters not popularly thought to be at all comic might well
‘appear so- to the philosopher: Ion of the fon, whose false conceit of wisdom is
* exposed by Socratic cross-examination, does seem truly geloios despite his great
popular success. Here the boaster (the afazon) is confronted by an ironic Socrates
(the eiron) who claims no wisdom, speaks a humble language, and deftly worsts
the hapless imposter. Euthyphro of the Euthyphro, like Thersites, appears comic
all around. The assemblymen laugh at his predictions of the future as if he were
mad (3c¢), while Socrates’ own' bemusement at Euthyphro’s extravagant claims ta
knowledge of things divine shows through at 6¢5-8:

Euthyphro: If you wish, T could expound for you not only that, but many other
things divine — things I'm sure you would be amazed to hear.
Socrates: T wouldn’t be surprised . . . .

Odysseus used a scepter to indicate Thersites’ proper place. Socrates’ method
is gentler, but also involves the exposure of self-ignorance — here the false con-
ceit of wisdom about matters of greatest importance.?

At the same time, Socrates himself will again appear popularly comic. It is
not just that his ideas, his garb, and even his face will seern laughable, but also
that he is unable to retaliate when laughed at or, as Callicles adds (Gorgias
485e~486b), when unjustly accused and hauled into court.

Tragedy is not explicitly linked in the Philebus to self-ignorance. But tragedy
and certain commonly recognized “tragic emotions’ are mentioned, and
Socrates’ remarks about the likenesses (etkones, 49¢) of self-ignorance in the
powerful indicate that he has in mind drarnatic representations, as he explicitly
had in. mind dramatizations ‘of the comic. If so, these must be representations
from tragic drama. This is confirmed in Socrates’ summarizing remark (50b)
that the discussion applies not only to lamentations, tragedies (and comedies)
“on the stage” (en tois dramasin), but also “in life.” Most important, Socrates’ treat-

ment of self-ignorance suggests a natural application to tragedy: where self-
ignorance resides in a person of power it is fearful and hateful, and may bring
“disaster to everyone near. In such situations one has the makings ofa tragedy of
self-ignorance. .

The concept of tragic self-ignorance in the powerful will apply readily to a
very broad range of actual Athenian tragedies, since every case of Apbris, or in
general of overstepping one’s natural bounds, will be an open-and-shut case of
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s:elf-ignvomfwhc." (The comic fable Plato f)uts into Aristophanes” mouth in the
AS'vmp‘ojmnn is 1y fact @ mock-tragedy hinging on divine punishiment of the reckless
ambitions of mankind; see esp. 190b-c.) Butagain, the philosopher will natu-
rally have ideas dilferent from those of hot pollor ahout the true goads of the soul
and hence about who is ignorant concerning such goods in his?;twn case 'I“ilis‘ i;
not a.t all to deny the correctness or interest of the concepton of (r;aqu‘y un‘;ior
F'(mSldCI‘;lIi(m‘ The poi‘nt is rather that if tragedy is 1o I.J(‘ ([(:S('I'ih(*;l in a pa;-
t'xcular way, then genuine tragedy is drama that really does fit the given dt'érrip-
tion. W}li](' everyone will agree to this much, dilterences of npil"linn will arise
when it comes to identifying or-creating genuine tragedy, since the philosopher
may see somc characters as tragic who are not popularly so conecived, and vice-
VErsa. . '

But fram cither a popular or a philosophic viewpoint the Philbus reveals an
underlying and specific connection between the nature of the tragic and comic:
both consist in one form or another of self-ignorarnce (‘nmm‘n?ﬁq one’s owr;
goods, particularly the goods of one’s soul, where turther ;mpv(:l; of a given »
characlt'fr andl situation determine that self-ignorince is comic or raic Li‘kc all
gcn.cra..llza(imnx about the nature of the comic or tragic, this one h;,nsnits obvious
imitations. But Plato’s suggestion is especially valuable inisolating a conception
lhor'oughly Greek. Delphic, and Socratic, which is in fact contral (o mm'l‘l that
audiences, owsclves included, respond to as comic or tragic. Morcover, it indi-
c:ales spe(:i_ﬁr;-xlly why the philosopher alone will possess the requisite kn;nvl(:dve
lor‘a technz of tragedy and comedy. His dramaic vt will be o single art r('stil:q
ultlma'tely on understanding of the true goodssof the soiil — alone with (m::
valuation of other goods, which in Plato’s view lepends on knnwl('(lsg;:n(' the true
good of the soul — and therefore on knowledge of who'is and is }1()t (Icc('ivc-(i :
about himsclf in this most important matter- o

By contrast, the popular tragedians do not reaily know what the goods of the
:x()ul are, and thercfore cannot knowingly portray their central (;il;u'aclcl‘s as
1gnora'm of those precise goods, or appraise accurately an’y other presumed
g(.)ods incessantly aspired to, or “tragically” lost on the Athenian stage. As before
with the Laws, it turns out that a description apparently wc[lAﬁ(lc‘(l Lo much. of
the best papular tragedy does not in fact apply at all. Tt ﬁpplics instead, so Plato
tells us, to lworks that only a philosopher could knowingly compose: either the
dramatfzauon of the noblest and best of lives (the gcn‘uinv]v spoudaios sort of -
d.I'El.matl(f mimesis) or the portrayal of characters lgnorant uf" what is truly the
highest good of their own souls. o

I trust it will not seem confusing or contradictory to say that there are in Platw
two non-equivalent conceptions of tragedy or comedy. Tt is simply that two com-
mon descriptions of tragedy, if interpreted Platonically | cense (o apply to par-
ticular cases in the familiar ways. Still, if neither deseription truly :\l])plics o
popular drama one may yet find that each, when correctly understood, points to
akind of drama that a philosopher-poet might in suitable crcumstances find it
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worthwhile to compose. This has already been illustrated by reference to the
Republic, Laws, Euthyphro, and Jon,; Plato’s public will surely identity numerous
other examples. (Indeed, any dialogue featuring Socrates as protagonist will
qualify as spoudaios — hence “tragic” in the sense appropriated by Platoin the
Laws.) But I believe the Symposium offers our best opportunity to view these

general reflections in action.

v

There exist a number of suggestions concerning Socrates’ closing argument
with the poets, some of which do recognize the centrality of technz and episteme.
(Unfortunately, one could not tell from some translations ‘of the dialogue that'
these fundamental Platonic concepts even appear in the text.) And some of these
do appeal to general principles of Platonic episternology (e.g., opposites are
known by the same craft or “science” and comedy and tragedy are opposites;®
or, any branch of knowledge requires mastery of its entire field of application,
not just of one portion or another, and comedy and tragedy are only species of a
generic poetic art involving knowledge of souls, knowledge of different kinds of
- logot, and the effect of logoi on the soul).® These suggestions are in some impor-
tant respects correct and consistent with what will be argued here. But none goes
" far enough to specify the nature of the underlying single craft of opposites —or
the overarching generic craft—in question, or to demonstrate a connection
between that craft and philosophic wisdom, or between the closing scene of the
Symposium and the main theme of the dialogue, eros. s

Still other interpreters doubt that Socrates was really serious about a single art
of tragedy and comedy. Perhaps the argument is only a “humorous final com-
ment” on Socrates’ “ardor for arguing the most paradoxiczﬂ theses.”” Or, since
tragedy and comedy are inspired by different muses they are not, in fact, arts;

~all Socrates is saying is that “if they were arts, which they are not, then they
* would be the same one.”® Both the Laws and Philebus offer promising explana-
tions, however, which must be consulted before abandoning the cause.®

Let us return first to the Laws’ combination, in-the philosopher, of (true)
tragedy and (popular) comedy. We may recall that the philosopher alone knows
the nature of the noblest and best life, so that he alone can knowingly imitate it
in logos. Since such a life will inevitably appear comic to the multitude, his tragic
figure will just as inevitably be popularly comic. Thus he creates at once true
tragedy and popular comedy, and is the only one capable of doing so by
knowledge or techne.'® ' . '

Possession of such knowledge might already be sufficient for making of oneself

a “tragic figure”™: being tragic in the Laws sense is, perhaps, to be the right sort of

technitzs or epistemon. (This makes best sense if the knowledge involved is taken

broadly, as including education of the whole soul.) The writing of philosophic
drama will presurnably require more, including techniques of image making.

accounting |
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RICHARD PAT 11180

g

{Whether in P -

3 , . , i , N

- ‘ .11f)s view Inspiration can combine
nteresting question, but one which need
purposes.) 't Fither way, drama base
from knowledge

85

with- understanding s an’
i not be resolved  tor present
d on techae or episiemé
' Pisterne must e com d
or . ‘ e compose
e genuine understanding of the tragic or comic as such
Ise itz “quire. 12 Y . ' "
wever | ;iy require.'? On the Laws' view of tragedy, that subject n'lat’
—1.C. o N ; do l “ .
_ » the noblest and best sort of life — will be the object of ¢ ‘

wisdom, ‘not the poel’s " plilemophers

Thus only the philosopher meets the cenoal

shilosaphr o requirernent, and only the

t meets al i or i
g oo e e .al thf;dreC]mremem.s. for literary composition of true
geds ty. lius would not shed mucl I .
\ ‘ i light onthe symposia
ey o rome S v : g e symposiasts other
fan : _}( though it is not obvious that interpretation of Socrates’ clo
’ - ' . DCTe h -

g gument has to accomplish that. A seriouy problen doces ;
l i or the argument’s requiremen! of svouneiry
ragedy. ‘T'he second clause of Socrates’ conclusio, '
maker of tragedy is also a maker of comedy” |

‘.)L) ;(I )= ) I} } m
. . ) | BE6) S much n I&Ol(vl“.()“
S VI(I an S)’ 1etri I re d]n{) one makes : ', <
1§ consiste vV 1 a mry rica a £ akes true (r ]g(‘([\ )nd [h[s

comedy as opposed to that which

arise, however, in
between coraedy -and
o was that “he who is by techne a

appears comic to hot pollos.
Eut the first clause of the conclusion, that (|
write both - comedy indic
e o e .;.d) and tragedy” indicates o symnetry- between comedy and
Og dy: both fall inder the purview of epistome, and anyone wi o
pose one will also be able to compose the other. T,
unlver'szll reading of the Greek is that one il (b
composc 1n hoth genres because comedy and Iy
and the samc technz or episteme. 13
If such symmeiry i )
b Symineiry does obtain, then Socrates’
nation of true tragedy and popular comedy (
acombination), for ' 2 i
oo O; | ). for there is no reason at all to think tht skill in popular comed
( ular comedy i i 1 ' . c kind
unders}t)ali l.(x (()m.g(‘ly fmvolvmg the figure of Socrates!) shows the kind 0);‘.
ding requisite for knowledgeable creati ' ‘
{ € creation of true (raged i
o preor b | : rea > tragedy. One might
! tru])]j) e dy nnTetry by supplying a notion of the truly cornic as that wh‘!ijrh
er e ] / L !
o ,in e an just apparently, low or laughable. But (his expedient spoils
e o ) s expedient spoils
; gmai poiny lIbOUIt Socrates’ double role. He is no longer (he tragi-comic
gure, because he is not truly comic but only so in o iy
An approach by way of the Philebus seems mare p

e same man would know how to

1018 able to com-
The natural and virtually
w sarmne artist will be able to
agedy invoive, somehow, one

argument cannot rest on a com-."l
. < '
though Socrates does present such

the eyes of the many. 4
romusing. ' We may begin
k 4 y beg
Symnposium Agathon is osten-

\ﬁll)l the ¢ J
y el riva SOC Sf crown ot \’Vl\(]()“], ] h(“ Iy yl\‘()U“d d
h hl f 1()f rates [or the I : d]l RIN ¢

immediately upon Socrates’ arrival:

Here you are, Socrates, Come and sit next to me: | w
C,

that.s Just struck vou in the porch next door
replied as he ook his ¢
kind of thing

ant (o share this great thought

<. My dear Ag: 3
| P ' ' y des gathon, Socrates
seat beside him, I only wish that wisdo (;

k1 hi sophia) were the
one could share by sitting next to someone )

- Iinosure you'd soon

\,
AN



86 PHILOSOPHY AND LITERATURE

have me brimming over with the most exquisite kind of wisdom. My own sophia 1s
a trifling thing (phaule tis) at best. . . . Now, Socrates, said Agathon, I know you're
mocking me. However I shall take up this question of wisdom with you later on,
and let Dionysus judge between us. (175c-e, Joyce trans.)

In many other ways large and small the contest between Agathon and Socrates
is billed as the main event of the evening (see esp. 175¢, 177e, 193d-e, 198c,
213d-¢). Agathon’s brilliance had been demonstrated in his victory at the Great
Dionysia, and in his glorious appearance before the Athenians (175¢). On this
evening his speech in the style of Gorgias is received enthusiastically by the other
symposiasts and threatens to transfix Socrates, Jike a vision of some “Gorgon’s
head of Gorgias’ eloquence” (198c).

But for Agathon, Socrates has prepared a bit of the usual question-and-
answer “refutation.” With startling rapidity Agathon is completcly routed,
admitting that love is not beautiful as he had said, but on the contrary, lacks the
beauty it seeks. He also frankly confesses to Plato’s key charge against the poets
when he concedes that he had not known what he was talking about
(201b11-12). Like the rhetorician he emulates, Agathon skilfully deploys the
techniques of specch-miaking, at times with literal enthusiasm, hut does not
speak from knowledge of his subject. Equally revealing and even more
ridiculous, Agathon( cannot remember his own high-flown remarks of a moment
before and must be reminded by Socrates (210a). (Compare Socrates’ “forget-
fulness” at Phaedrus 263d concerning his own “inspired” first speech; 235¢-d,
237a, 238d.) Agathon’s rhetorical brilliance masks a profound ignorance of mnat-
ters central to the nature of love and of its proper objects, and Socrates €xposes
him with dispatch as one of the self-ignorant concerning the highest goods of his

soul. As depicted in the Symposium, Agathon’s sophia — His dazzling skill with’

words — is quite helpless in the face of Socratic cross-examination. In a word, on
the Philebus’ view of the comic it is not the philosopher but, appearances to the
contrary, his rival for the title of wisdom who is geloiws. 1® '

I said that Agathon is “ostensibly” Socrates’ chief rival, for the final round will .

include the comic poet as well. As has been often noted, Aristophanes’ hiccups
result, among other things, in his speaking immediately before Agathon. Thus
the last three speakers on eros constitute the final group of three who last out the
night. Some will consider Aristophanes a more serious rival to Socrates than
Agathon, though that is less important than the fact that both rivals are ignorant
of the true nature of the love they praise. Accordingly, while Socrates does not
have it out directly with any of the symposiasts besides Agathon, he docs draw
attention to Alcibiades’ fundamental error: “There is a view that lovers are those

who- seek their own other half . . . but one does not love what belongs to
oneself, except insofar as one speaks of good as one’s own . . .” (205d10-¢; cf.
211d).

The shortcomings of the earlier portraits of love are exposed by implication,
through contrast with the higher mysteries revealed in Diotima's speech. From
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:Tat helght. all the earh.erkk\e'rs must be regarded as ignorant of love and its
1ghcsr objects, hence ignorant of the highest goods of their own souls. In sug-'
gestmg that these apparently serious gentlemen are in fact comic in a peculiarly
Platonic sense, [ emphasize that this does not deny them intelligence, wit, or
even a mcasure of profundity. All the symposiasts have “i"chh the Slilm; of
philosophy” (218a-b). Nor do I deny that in another work these same fi flxres
could be used quite differently, with an eyc 10 the destructive i‘orcc.rq‘llw‘y rtpre-
sent (e.g., sophistry; one thinks again of the Protagoras’ explicit lir.1kin(9; of
Phaedrus, Pausanias, Eryximachus, and Agathon Xt.‘o sophists, and ol; the
sometimes bitter reflections of the Gorgias on the effects of .mp/n'.s'lr;»’) Rather it is
to alftlrrn that they-are self-ignorant in a critical way and that their i;fll()l'{lil(‘e is
dcp.lcte,d in this specific work — perhaps nmskr;l(-;ul)/' in-the case ()fA;‘;lil'l(;n ~ in
fi lighter spirit, as something like the Philebuy’ caomedy of ([(?r(’l;)ﬂ(’](‘%‘ self-
ignorance. !’ o
‘On t%u' (frnn;?l_c.mentz-(ry Philebus view of tragedy one character immediately
stands out.” Alcibiades is on the surface a comic fligure. entering so drunkenl
that he must be led to Agathon. He “is openly comie, ('lnwlgmw from thz
moment he comes in” —wrangling over '/\;,mtlm;n with Socrates :x(-lmnqing
m40c'k courtesies with Eryximachus, forcing the company (o (h‘il'lk out nl\' the
wine cooler .. . Socrates calls his speech a “drama of satyr and silene,” 1 2
Bu\tbthc dramatic date of the dialogue, established clearl ) i the ('J[)(‘Ili’]‘lﬁ;’ as the
day after Agathon’s celebration of his first victory at the festival of l')i;)m;qus
pomnts to a darker side of the situation. The %ymp%}sium takes place in >4 lbl% C ,
only shortly before the sailing of Alcibiades with the Sicilian expedition 'I‘Ihi.s‘
apparently comic figure is the most brilliant and promising young Alhcn.iem of

his d as Plato’ : ; a1
» ay. But as Plato’s audience knew, that brilliance and promise were soon to

be t.u'rned in a devastating way against Athens and against Alcibiades himself
Alcibiades’ own speech indicates that and how this is (l matter of self—ignor;;ncé
(though” Alcibiades cannot fully and securcly recognize it as such) %md hvow.
contrary to -what many Athenian jurors may have opined in 399.;3..(‘. it wa;
despite Socrites rather than because of him that Alcibiades’ story4is/ Azll lrr'i ic
onc:._f9 The source of the problem —in Plato’s view, if not that of the qen‘(Eal
pub}m_—— is that, as Alcibiades acknowledges. he gives himself over to 1}1;‘ ‘pl-u"s:uit
of tme, to glory in the eyes of the many, rather than to love of wisdorﬁ A; he
hlmsel‘f' puts it, as soon as he is out of Socrates sight he is “(»vcr('('nnc‘bvl the -
adulation and honor of the many” (216b4-5). Although he a(:knowlcdlgﬁ that
much in him needs care, he neglects himsell and instead tends td the I’)U;iI/IL(‘W of
the Athenians (216a5-b). o
Her.e Plaw’s Alcibiades contradicts Aristophanes’ Euripides who, like most
Athenlans, regards Alcibiades as serving his own interests while ncdecting the
welfare of the city: “I hate the man [speaking of Alcibiades] who 1s by n:iture
slow to h(tlp his city, but quick to bring great harm; ingenious for l‘)imsellf but
uselesg to his city” (Frogs, 1427). But from the Platonic point of view, Alcib.ia(:les

\
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had spent his life giving the city the sort of thing it wanted, while neglecting his
own welfare, the true good of his soul. The result is that even though he
recognizes the beauty of Socrates’ wisdom and sophrosynz as opposed to his out-
wardly ludicrous appearance (215a-b), and recognizes also the beauty and sense
of Socrates’ words, despite their ridiculous appearance (221e-222a), Alcibiades
cannot bring himself to reject the life of glory for the life of philosophy. He stops
up his ears against Socrates’ siren song for fear he may sit listening until he is an
old man (216a). He has a choice, and chooses the life of power, politics, and
honor.

‘Alcibiades’ recognition that Socrates is not after all captivated by his physical
charms, and that his and Socrates’ roles are the reverse of what he had thought
(he being in fact the lover, Socrates the beloved), the leaping of his heart and
shedding of tears at hearing this Socratic Marsyas (216¢-e) — all these are used
by Plato to suggest a tragic Alcibiades. The effectiveness of these suggestions lies
in Alcibiades’ perception of the perilous state of his own soul, the emptiness of
his seemingly full and enviable life — a state of soul that in Plato’s view shows the
most grievous sort of self-ignorance.?’ But these details deliberately reminiscent
of popular tragedy, do not, I think, constitute the tragedy of Alcibiades — nor
does his subsequent fall from power and eminence into disgrace, or his betrayal

of the city, so crucial in Athens’ loss of men and empire. These thingsdo tend to -

strike us as “tragic,” and perhaps for that reason one sometimes looks no further
for the tragedy of Alcibiades. But these facts do not yet capture the distinctly
Platonic view of the matter. For that one needs to appreciate, first, the excep-
tional potential of Alcibiades for a better life than that of politics and glory — bet-
ter, at least, by the philosopher’s lights. We are given to believe in the Symposium
that Alcibiades was exceptional in his perception of the beauty of Socrates’ soul
and the good sense of Socrates’ words. He was, by his own account, a “young
and naturally gifted soul.” One senses clearly in him a vigor and strength of soul
far surpassing that of an Aristodemus or an Agathon. He seems in fact to have
been, in the words of the Republic (419e, f, perhaps actually alluding to
Alcibiades), one of those rarely endowed souls who with the right sort of educa-
tion might achieve great things, but if corrupted — perhaps by the sophists, but
above all by the many (492-3) — might commit the greatest wrongs. And so he
was corrupted by. the citizens whose values he put on and whose favor he had
courted and won.

The Platonic tragedy stems from a combination of this extraordmary sort of
power, found only in those few for whom the truest goods of the soul are in prin-
ciple attainable, with its disastrous issue in an inferior sort of life and the great
wrongs that came in its train. From this perspective Alcibiades, at the height of
his prestige and success, and before the crimes of impiety and betrayal, was
already the (true) tragic figure of the Philebus. The sorry events of 416 and after
become a playing out to the bitter end of a tragic loss already implied in
Alcibiades’ failure to turn away from a life of time in the estimation of the many

v otemess
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to life i the service of the tru& good of his soul. But then, only the Platonic:
philosopher could either love or pity Alcibiadcs for these reasous. And onl y ly under
the spell of that “Socratic Marsyas” will Alcibiades ﬂ((mm]y recognize, even at
the crest of glory, his own true tragedy.

The final victory of the philosopher in the contest Judged by [)mnysus Is now
secure. For it is the philosopher alone who will know the frue goods of the soul,
ard hcn'(( the philosopher alone who can kunw which characters are and which
are not ignovint about their own highest good. Sl this reading of the dialogue
may secm cither problematic — because Socrates is famous for denying that he
has such knowledge —or incomplete — becanse such knowledge has yet o be
related to the dialogue’s central concern with erin.

Beganling‘ the first issue, the Symposium is one ol those dialogues, located
chiefly in Plato’'s “middle period” but also inchuding the [’/zv‘lﬂfillm in which
Socrales speaks as though he did possess important knowledge. In the Symprosium
Socrates says that the one thing he does clain to kiow some thing about 1s love
(177d, 198d: he is also jocularly regarded Lv other mernbers of the party as an
expert on the subject in a more down-to-earth sense). Thus he in effect pfornises
to divulge the fruth about erds when he wavs that he will give a proper
encontiuti — one that, among other things. tells traths about irs x‘nhjeu rather
than simply praising it in whatever exalted 1crins come to mind (198d; of . 199b). ¢
He says the carlier speeches will be impressive (o the ignorant, but not to “those
who know” (015 eidosin, 199a1-2), and that Diotima was wisc (sophe) in-love and
taught him about Jove (201d). Finally, at the end of his S})t“(v'(‘h he appears to
refer to himself as an initiate in the worship of love (212h). (All of this is consis-
tent with Socrates’ still desiring and pursuing future possession of goods {lowing
from his knowledge —i.e., for procreation of beauty through bc;hlty, see esp.
206a-207a, 212a — or for continued possession of the good he has w'on.) TN

Secondly, the knowledge of love claimed by Socrates in the Symposium is, on
Platonic grounds, precisely the sort of knowledge spoken of in the Philebus. For
knowledge of the nature of love and of its proper objects simply is knowledge of
the highest good of the soul and of the best sort of lifc for man. Put another ;vay, '
the best sort of life is a life spent in pursuit of the proper objects of love, as baser
lives are those spent in pursuit of lesser objects,?? Thus Plato frequently uses
compounds with philo- to typify the major sorts of human life, most often con-
trasting the philosophos (the lover of wisdom) with the philotimos or philonikos (the
lover of glary or honor, or of victory; for Alcibiades as philonikos, see also Pro-
tagoras 336¢) and the philochrematos (the lover of wealth or material goods; see,
e.g., Phaedo 82¢c, Republic 581c-d; cf. Symposiun 205d). Again, only one who has
knowledge of love and its proper objects will know e true goods of the soul.
And only such a one can knowledgeably dramatize w life spent in ‘ignu'run(tr} ol life’s
highest good. The philosopher alone will possess the genuine understanding
requisite for that sort of drama, and his knowleclge — which is at once self-

knowledge of his own good as a human being and knowledge of love and its
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highest objects — will underlie the composition of both comedy and tragedy of
self-ignorance. Accordingly a Bacchic, truth-telling Alcibiades had crowned

" Socrates victor in logos over all mankind — not just for a single day, as with
Agathon, but always (213e). So, too, after the testimony of Alcibiades, must
Dionysus, now in the form of a large cooler of wine, finally acknowledge his
superior in wisdom —a self-proclaimed priest of Apollo whom no amount of
wine can conquer (176a-b, 214a, 220a) and whose sober self-knowledge brings
mastery over Dionysus’ own domain of comedy ‘and tragedy.

A%

Although it seems to me that the Philebus’dramna of self-ignorance provides the
most likely explanation of Socrates’ closing argument against the pocts, I believe
the Laws’ conception of tragedy is also essential to the construction of the Sym-
posium.

The truly spoudaios imitation need not, and for Plato typl(d“y will not, involve
the elevated diction or the solemnity of popular tragedy. It will nonetheless be
important, above all for being properly paideutic. To elevate, to educate, to
improve was after all a chief claim of tragedy and a primary basis of that
“ancient quarrel” between philosophy and poetry. I would suggest that this, the
proper function of all art that is truly speudatos, cannot ever have been far from
- Plato’s mind. It is reflected in the recommendations of the Republic admitting
into the city only mimesis of behavior that will set a true and good example, as
well as in the Laws’ “dance of peace and dance of war,” two potent aids in the
molding of proper character. It is reflected, too, in all the protreptic dialogues,
all those in which dramatization of Socrates’ philosophic life serve to fix a noble
and ennobling pattern or example (paradeigma) in the souls of the audicence, and
to draw auditors or readers into the investigation of questions vital to the welfare
of their own souls. It is not difficult, then, to see how these two notions of the
tragic or comic combine in the Symposium. 1t is only the truly tragic figure in the
sense of the Laws who could accurately perceive the selt-ignorance of Phaedrus,
Pausanias, Alcibiades, etc., and cast them in their proper comic and tragic
roles, in the Philebus’ sensc of comedy and tragedy. To borrow a phrase from the
Philebus, k Socrates’ wisdom enables him, without writing a word, to perceive and
reveal “tragedy and comedy in real life.” By the same token, Plato’s dran.lat.ic
depiction of that sort of action requires creation of characters tragic or comic in
the sense of the Philebus, along with a central figure whose wisdom will immedi-
ately render him tragic in the sense of the Laws. As it happens, this pivotal figure
of Plato’s drama is, to the popular mind, a rather foolish fellow, whose ears one
may box with impunity (Gorgias 486¢), and whose “wisdom” is hardly to be taken

seriously.
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