Beautiful Corpses:  Did Aristotle Understand the Macabre?
In the Poetics, Aristotle famously attempts to demonstrate that we, as humans, find pleasure in representation itself (mimēsis) and not simply in objects of representation.  The philosopher cites a curious example: we take pleasure, he notes, in viewing the depictions of those very things which in real life we view with disgust such as corpses and vermin (1448b).  Despite the long and intense scholarly spotlight on this ‘proof’ of mimetic pleasure, Aristotle’s assumption that real-life corpses are viewed with pain (lupērōs horan) has been consistently taken to represent a simple cultural norm of the classical period.  In this paper I argue that the fifth- and fourth-century Greeks had a more ambiguous aesthetic relationship to human cadavers than commonly admitted and that they had many ways and contexts in which to view corpses as beautiful objects of a protracted gaze.  Drawing upon a store of scholarship concerning the aesthetics of the dead body in archaic Greek thought (Griffin, Segal, Vermeule and Vernant), I break new ground in extending discussion of ‘the beautiful corpse’ to include funerary ritual and prose writings from the classical era.  Through this deeper understanding of fifth- and fourth- century responses to real-life corpses, a fuller appreciation of Aristotle’s envisioned mimetic cadaver—a lynch-pin of tragic spectacle—is promised.
  To begin, studies of death and lament in ancient Greece (Alexiou, Holst-Warhaft) and their representation in tragedy (Rehm) have stressed the ritual importance of the prothesis, the display of the dead body to its beloved.  Tightly scripted and, on account of high mortality rates, very frequent, the prothesis was a regular event in which a cadaver was beautifully cosmeticized before those in attendance.  A favorite subject of funerary relief and vase painting, the cosmeticized cadaver also became (re-)presented as a beautiful body in visual art.  This mimetic representation of the corpse was consonant with the goals of the original prothesis to commemorate and ennoble the deceased.  Though untreated cadavers must have presented problematic blemishes and odor, the ritual and ritual-artistic displays of the corpse—those most familiar and most consciously aestheticized—were effectively composed so as to please, not pain, their spectators.

Turning next to the literary evidence, Herodotus presents three cases of cadavers—some without cosmetics—that provide a pleasing spectacle in his Histories.  The first is a fascinating practice that blurs the distinction between paradigm and mimetic representation: in Ethiopia, mummified bodies become the canvas for their own representation (3.24).  The mummies’ cartonnage, meticulously painted to represent their former beautiful selves, simultaneously seals ugly decay within while providing spectators with a safe ‘window’ in which to see the formerly beautiful body.  Second, the mad king Cambyses develops a prurient interest in exhuming non-preserved bodies of the dead for his own personal viewing (3.37).  Third, and perhaps most importantly, Greeks themselves break ranks to see the handsome body of the fallen Persian general Masistius (9.25).  Masistius, still described as beautiful despite a mortal wound to his face, is carted around the battlefield in an inversion of Achilles’ mutilation of Hector in Iliad 22, showcasing beauty instead of disfigurement.  Finally, there is the famous case of Leontius from Plato’s Republic, whose divided response to the spectacle of corpses articulates a tension between aversion and attraction.
A number of commentators on Poetics 1448b have paid attention to the hypothetical medical diagrams used by Aristotle in his lectures (Else, Janko), but only Stephen Halliwell has noted the clear relevance of this passage to corpses in tragedy, the ultimate subject of the (surviving) Poetics.  Although Aristotle’s typical brevity does not allow us to assess here whether the philosopher himself allowed room for a natural human tendency toward the macabre, it is nevertheless clear that his passing statement—that real-life corpses are seen with pain—should be read neither categorically nor as a cultural norm.  By offering a fuller understanding of classical Greek aesthetic attitudes toward the dead body, this paper will enable future scholarship to better assess the mimetic and aesthetic impacts of the many corpses brought onto the tragic stage.
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