    τὸ τερατῶδες and τὸ φοβερόν: Horror in Aristotle’s Poetics?

 
Aristotle’s claim in Poetics 1453b8-10 that spectacle produces only τὸ τερατῶδες, and not τὸ φο​βερόν, may seem to be a condemnation of the horrific, but a closer examination of the Poetics and the Aristotelian corpus shows that his primary concern is form rather than content. I argue that τὸ τερατῶδες is not caused by monstrous displays, but rather by inorganic plots. 
    
τὸ τερατῶδες appears only here in the Poetics and unfortunately Aristotle does not  provide a definition. Several scholars argue that this is a reference to horrific spectacle, such as the monsters found in Aes​chylus (Lucas, Bywater) or terrifying masks (Else, Belfiore 1992). But Aristotle's scientific works, where the term is more common, suggest a different interpretation. In On the Generation of Animals, he uses τέρας words to describe animal mutations and defines a τέρας as something contrary to nature as it us​u​​ally occurs (770b9-11, 772a36-37).  In the Poetics, Aristotle compares the tragic plot to the body of an ani​mal in both scope and arrangement (1450b34-1451a6). We should then acknowledge the biolo​gi​cal significance of τὸ τερατῶδες and interpret it as an emotional reaction to violations of or​gan​ic plot rather than to horrific sights.

Aristotle sees an integral connection between tragic form and corresponding emotional reaction (Pack​er, Halliwell); he isolates τὸ τερατῶδες as an emotion not appropriate to tragedy by contrasting it with τὸ φοβερόν. Belfiore 1992 argues that he condemns τὸ τερατῶδες as “not fearful” because it lacks pity, whereas tragic fear necessarily includes pity. This is an appealing, but problematic, solution: the Rhetoric labels excessive fear without pity ἔκπληξις (Rhet. 1385b29-33), but in the Poetics Aristotle endorses ἔκπληξις in the context of recognition, provided that it occurs organically (1455a16-1455a17). Though an abrupt deviation from proper plot structure may produce a powerful reaction (cf. the ψυχαγωγικόν nature of spectacle in 1450b16-b17), it is not clear that it is excessive fright or horror. 

Scholars' attempts to associate τὸ τερατῶδες with monsters and masks may depend on modern conceptions of horror. Carroll notes that monsters that contravene natural laws are essential to the horror genre. Aristotle uses τὸ τερατῶδες, indicating a perversion of natural order, but his concern in the Poetics is on form rather than particular content. One of his few remarks concerning tragic content is an endorsement of violence among φίλοι (Poet.1453b14-22), which violates the natural orders of family and friendship expounded in other works (Pol. 1252b13-b14, NE 1155a16-19). If the audience is shocked by τὸ τερατῶδες, it is not because they are fright​en​ed by the grotesque displays onstage, but because the spectacle is startling and unprecedented according to generic standards established by the Poetics.
Bibliography

Belfiore, E. 1992. Tragic Pleasures: Aristotle on Plot and Emotion. Princeton.

————. 2000. Murder Among Friends: Violation of Philia in Greek Tragedy. New York.

Bywater, I. 1909. Aristotle on the Art of Poetry. Oxford.

Carroll, N. The Philosophy of Horror. 1990. New York.

Else, G. 1957. Aristotle's Poetics: The Argument. Cambridge, MA. 

Halliwell, S. 1986. Aristotle's Poetics. London.

Lucas, D. 1968. Aristotle: Poetics. Oxford.

Packer, M. 1984. "The Conditions of Aesthetic Feeling in Aristotle's Poetics." British 
Journal of Aesthetics 24.2: 138-148.

