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P. HERC. 1581: THE ARGUMENT

For the student of ancient hiterary criticism no recent papyrological
publication can have deeper interest than Maria Luisa Nardelli's patient and
thorough study of P. Here. 1581'. For the convenience of the reader, Nar-
delli’s restored text is reproduced here with only a few suggestions for further
improvement.

Fr. 1
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1. La Catarsi Poetica nel PHere, 1581, «Cronache Ercolanesin 8 (1978) 96-103.
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Fr. 11l
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Fr. Il bis
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Fr. IV a
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We can only be frustrated by the mutilated state of this highly interesting
discussion. The general thrust of this passage is nevertheless clear. The au-
thor of this present treatise, possibly Philodemus?, is discussing a theory of
dramatic catharsis. Evidently this theory is one he himself holds (I, 7f. [b)g |
Epapev, IVa, 10 pnui, V, 6 Epapev, and VII b, 4 einov), although at some points
in the argument he contrasts or compares his views with those of someone
else (IlI, 7 pnoi, and perhaps also 1I1,2 arodeixvier and 11 bis, 2f. émdei[xvier
ev 1) Loym). Unfortunately these allusions to some second writer fall in
mutilated fragments and pose an insoluble problem.

The preservation of the first two fragments however is sulficient basis
for at least tentative discussion and seems to permit identification of the main
thrust of the argument: even in the most well-regulated of men there exist
pockets of folly, unreason, and passion (these snakes may be seen to come out
of the woodwork in the case of dreams, intoxication, and the like) (so fr. 1I).
Poetry, on the other hand, is conducive to purging one of 1o poprov (I, 8):
presumably this word, rich in Aristotelian associations?®, serves as a blanket
term for the phenomena of spiritual unreason and disquiet discussed in fr.
[I. From such later parts of the papyrus as fr. Ill bis, 12, fr. IVb, 5f. and 12,

2. Previous discussions have largely centered on the question of authorship (Nardel|
96 n. 1 with reff.); in recent vears qualified writers have grown more cautious about ascri-
ption to Philodemus.

3. Nardell 101.

15 @IAOLODIA 12 (1952)
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and also more generally from echoes of Aristotle’s discussion of tragic ca-
tharsis that one finds especially in fr. [Vb, it is evident that when our author
writes of poetry, it is tragedy (or at least dramatic poetry in general) that is
uppermost in his mind).

Indeed, mention of catharsis, hamartia, mimesis, and pity (and fear?)
make it clear that the present writer is fishing in very Aristotelian waters
indeed, and the bulk of Nardelli’s study is given over to demonstrating that
this discussion is written in language taken from Aristotle and the Peripatetics.
But it is no less clear that, no matter how Peripatetic the language of the theory
of catharsis set forth in the first fragments, it is by nature thoroughly un-Aris-
totelian. In view of the association of ideas in frr. I and II, it seems that the
value of (dramatic) poetry is that it provides a catharsis: it purges the spec-
tator of 106 poprov (and it is at least possible that in later portions of this
argument Gupaptia i1s pressed into service as a synonym for 16 poplov to
denote essentially moral shortcomings in the spectator, a thoroughly un-Aris-
totelian usage 1f true).

Much ink has been lavished on the problem of catharsis in Aristotle’s
Poeties. Simply (but I hope not simplistically) he meant something like this.
A general biological principle is that the achievement of any kind of entropy
is inherently pleasurable (Rhetoric 1360 b 19); catharsis is a special instance
of this natural law (Politics 1342 a 11); the catharsis provided by tragedy is
the special pleasure purveyed by the tragic experience*. Nowhere in this train
of thought is it expressly stated (nor, I think, implied) that such catharsis
needs be morally or spiritually improving, nor that such improvement is the
essential raison d’élre of poetry. By way of contrast, these latter elements
seem explicitly set forth in fr. I and I of P. Here. 1581 and may well have been
dwelt upon in the worse-preserved portions of the papyri. In short, Aristotle's
idea of tragic catharsis has been taken over by some epigone and transformed
into a moralizing defense of poetry.

This is Iamblichus, De mysteriis 1.11 pp. 39f. Parthey:

"Exel & £11 tubte Kol aAlov AOyov toroUtov. ul duvapels tév aviponi-
vov radnudtev tédv v fuiv tavin pév eipyopevar xabictavral cpodpodtepar

4. If the Poeties did once have a Book Two devoted to comedy, there is no evident a
priori grounds for excluding the possibility that Aristotle also broached a theory of comic
catharsis, although it would be rash to think that such an authentically Aristotelian theory
is attested by Tractatus Coislinianus 3. For a cautious but probably not over-conservative
assessment of this issue cf. A.P. McMahon, On the Second Book of Aristotle’s « Poeticsy
and the Source of Theophrastus® Definition of Comedy, HSCP 28 (1917) 1T
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gig Evipyelav 8& Ppuyeic Kui dypr tol CLPUETPOL TPOUYOHEVEL YAiPOLOL
petpiog xai arominpolvial, kai évtetfev dnoxabaipépevar meboi xai o
npdg Piav aromavovrtar. dik 81 Tolto £V T& KOU®diQ Kai TpayEdig arAOTpLL
naln Oewpoiivreg Totapev td oikeia mabn xai perprotepa anepyalopeba xai
aroxabaipopev: Ev 1& 1o0ig iepoic Bedpaoi Tiol xai dxobopact @OV aloypdv
arorvoépeda Tiig &mi tdv Epyov arn’ abtdv cvpmnrovong Prapne.

This almost passing reference to tragic and comic catharsis is not quite
the only post-Aristotelian reference to catharsis in ancient literature®, but
it is unique among such passages in its interest. The passage quoted here is
taken from a discussion of the acquisition of spiritual imperturbability. The
basic idea of the reference to dramatic catharsis seems to be that by observing
the passions of onstage characters we somehow become purged of our own
(identical?) passions and thus arrive at that desirable condition of apathia
or atararia that is the summum bonum in lamblichus’ thinking. As it stands
this statement is more than somewhat obscure: the precise nature of the
passions thus to be purged, and the mechanism by which purgation is achieved,
are scarcely specified. The abruptness of lamblichus’ statement leads one to
speculate that he is not floating a notion of his own but rather alluding to a
doctrine of literary criticism already in circulation.

Nardelli has taken notice of this passage insofar as she has pointed out
the parallel of allotpia mabn with fr. IVb,9 tdv arro[tpiov and fr. V,51.
@r20] | tpimw. Two further parallels may be pointed out. First, at fr. [Vb,5-7
k@Oa[porg tpa] yikn kai x[opemdi] | k1) is an attractive possible restoration;
if so, this text and Iamblichus would stand closely together in taking the con-
cepts of tragic and comic catharsis as a single entity (and also in evidently
ignoring the considerable problems such a combination appears to raise).
Second, at fr. V,2 Nardelli makes the attractive conjecture ana[0- which, in
view of the tenor of the preceding argument, may well indicate the state of
the theatergoer after undergoing the purgation of dramatic catharsis. If this
understanding is correct, then the argument of P. Here. 1581 bears an even
closer resemblance to lamblichus’ mention of dramatic catharsis, since the
passage quoted here is taken from a discussion of the acquisition of spiritual
imperturbability.

5. Besides lamblichus and the Tractatus Coislinianus, Proclus Diadochus, In Platonis
Lempublicam 1.42 (p. 50 Kroll) speaks of the tiic npog ta mabn petpiag AQOCIOOEWS Pro -
vided by tragedy and comedy, but dwells on the way this purgation can degenerate into
spiritual excess rather than describing the purgation itself. Certainly for us the salient
point is that, in Proclus’ discusion, there is no hint that such purgation or catharsis is
morally or spiritually improving.
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So, at least one claim to the contrary,® P. Here. 1581 appears to be unique
in expressing a theory not at all dissimilar to that apparently broached — or,
more precisely, alluded to — by lamblichus: by observing the doings and
sufferings of others on the stage” the spectator is somehow purged of his
appetites and passions and so is induced to achieve the tranquillityof apathia®.
Thus there exists reason for suspecting that the treatise represented by P.
Here. 1581 might be the «source» that might be thought to stand behind lam-
blichus’ discussion of tragic and comic catharsis in De mysteriis®.

PAPYRUS HERCULANENSIS 1581. H TPATIKH KAOAPIH

IMepiinyn.

'O manvpog Herculanensis 1581, 6nwg éppnvevbnke npéceata and Tiv
itaAida mamvporoyo Maria Luisa Nardelli, diver thv évtinoon 6t arotelel
pa ovintnon nave oty tpayikn xabupomn. "H Nardelli 0éiet va deiter 6t
1 YAGooa tob yopiov abtod elvar repiratntiki. "H droyn dotéco yid v
Kabopon mov Extibetar Exel eivar Eviedds avti-apictotehikn, yiati eival
EEmipetika nOikoroyixn. Ztevotepn ovyyévela tod xwpiov adtod d&v Omdap-
xet u€ NV Momrizy 100 "Aprototédovg, ahdd pidlov pé Eva mapdpola
noikoroyikd ywpio évog Neomdatwvikol, tod “Tapprixov (IMeoi i Mvoty-
olow 1, 11).

Irvine, Calif. Dana Ferrin Sutton

6. S. H. Butcher, Aristotle’s Theory of Poetry and Fine Art, London 1907, 406 n. 1
draws a comparison between lamblichus’ statement and Timocles, fr. 6 Kock. This similari-
ty however is at best superficial: above all, Timocles makes no mention of catharsis.

7. If this is what is intended by aALotprog at frr. IVb, 9 and V, 5-6.

8. If apathia is indeed important to the present theory of dramatic catharsis, we might
better understand why this theory would arrest the attention of Epicureans.

9. The present writer is no papyrologist and is obliged perforce to accept the validity
of Nardelli’s work both in general and in detail. In view of the ostensible importance of this

papyrus for the history of ancient literary theory, further papyrological investigation might
prove welcome.



