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Theatrical Realism


Aristotle’s Poetics amuse me.  They remind me of a paradox running through our lives to this day.  Our minds are full of so many contradictory thoughts; it really is ridiculous.  Now Aristotle seems like a pretty bright guy, but I can’t get over the fact that the entire essay is contradictory to the introductory paragraph.  Let me show you what I’m talking about.  

In the second line (of my abridged handout) Aristotle says, “The instinct of imitation is implanted in man from childhood… [U]niversal is the pleasure he takes in seeing things imitated.”  It seems like a pretty simple statement.  It seems to be something everyone would agree on.  It seems that way, but I don’t thinks so.

After the introduction Aristotle goes on to define several guidelines for a popular poetic play.  If you wouldn’t mind, I would like to list a few of these guidelines.  “Language [should be] embellished with every kind of artistic ornament; a perfect tragedy should be arranged not on the simple but on the complex plan; tragic incident [should] occur between those who are near or dear to one another.” And there are many more guidelines restricting character and plot.


If Aristotle’s first statement is correct, why do we need guidelines on poetry?  Wouldn’t the best play be just a documentary of the life of an average family?  If imitation, true imitation, is what people really want, then all they have to do is look in a mirror.  People don’t want true imitation of their lives; they want the extravagant, the intrigue, the violence, and the reversal of fortune that can only happen over many lifetimes.


Let me give you an example.  Everyone has seen the television show ER, correct?  It is an example of a show people would consider “realistic.”  Now one day I was watching the show with my dad (who is a doctor and once worked in an ER) whether the show was anything like real life.  He explained that everything that happened on the show could actually take place, except the amount of action they pack into one show is equivalent to about a year’s worth in the “real world.”  If, as Aristotle states, people wanted imitation, they would get an hour of doctors checking on sores, bruises, and broken bones.  Pretty exciting stuff, eh?


People don’t want to see “life.”  They want to see life times a thousand like ER.  They want to see every emotion magnified like on any soap opera.  They want to see intellectual talk like Dawson’s Creek, or idiots like Dumb and Dumber.  They don’t want to see the norm.  They want to see the wild, the weird, and the whimsical.  They don’t want life; they want fantasy.  Philosophers may enjoy an accurate portrait of life, but for me, and I think I speak for most people, an amusing caricature of life would be much more enthralling.
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“Fate has spoken”


Mesopotamia was not the happiest of places.  Floods ravaged the land unpredictably.  Conquerors conquered the natives only to be conquered again by some even larger group.  The land, and the people, was in a constant state of flux.  This instability can easily be seen in the culture.  Whether it is their myths on creation, religion, or The Epic of Gilgamesh, the stories they tell reflect the animosity and fear they feel everyday.


I am no expert on Mesopotamian culture.  What I know I have already discussed.  But I will gladly give you my opinion on any topic.  And so I will today.  In The Epic of Gilgamesh, the author throws out this little quote on the very last page:  “Fate has spoken; like a hooked fish [Gilgamesh] lies stretched on the bed…” Seems kind of morbid.  Was he naked like a fish?  That would be gross.  I suggest we focus on the meaning of the quote and try not to picture Gilgamesh’s naked body covered in green scales.


Pretend you’re a fisherman and you’ve got a doozy of a fish hooked.  The little guy’s out there on the end of the line.  He’s swimming around, swimming around.  He’s yanking your stick; trying to get away.  He is trying to jump free.  The whole time you’re just sitting there drinking a beer and waiting for him to get tired.  Finally you scoop him up and throw him in the bin.  Good job.


Okay, so now we all know how to reel in a fish.  Why the hell would I write such a paragraph?  Simple.  Because what I described could have just as easily been about Gilgamesh as a fish.  Look, I’ll write the same paragraph over again except this time I’ll put Gilgamesh in.


Pretend you’re Fate and you’ve got Gilgamesh hooked.  Gilgamesh is out there on the end of the line.  He’s swimming around, swimming around.  He’s yanking your stick; trying to get away.  Gilgamesh is trying to jump free.  The whole time you’re just sitting there drinking a beer and waiting for him to get tired.  Finally you scoop Gilgamesh up and throw him into the afterlife.  Good job.


Assuming you have read The Epic of Gilgamesh, the above quote should seem like a miniature summery of the last half of the book.  Gilgamesh’s quest to escape death is the just like that of the fish.  Once you’re hooked, you’re hooked.  And like all other humans, Gilgamesh was hooked at birth.  Gilgamesh tested the line.  He explored anywhere he could reach.  Though Gilgamesh was no doubt a strong fish, he was no match for the insurmountable force of the fisherman, Fate.

It seems like a fairly straightforward message.  “You can’t live forever, don’t even attempt it.”  You would have thought it would catch on after five thousand years.  But we are still battling fate today.  We are bigger, stronger fish today.  We have found better ways to swim, better ways to struggle.  At times we think we are stronger than the fisherman.  We, however, are wrong.  And to support my position I direct you to this website:  http://www.exseminarians.com/fun/deathrate.htm.  It points out just how absurd our belief in immortality is.  Before you leave for the website, however, I’d like to leave you with one last pleasant thought:  you are hooked.
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Dealing with a Not-So-Beloved Past


How does that old saying go?  “The past is history, the future is a mystery, and the present is a gift—that’s why they call it the present.”  A nice bit of prose, no doubt, but is it true?  Often the past seems a burden, the future seems a worry, and the present seems nothing but a dreary task.  In Toni Morrison’s novel Beloved, this rather sullen approach to time is artfully portrayed.  Character’s struggle to come to terms with the past while maintaining a healthy present.  Moreover, their inability to establish a peace of mind serves to reduce the future to a vague concept.  Beloved is above all other themes a battle of these competing times.


As has often been said, one must begin at the beginning, and the beginning lies in the past.  For Sethe and Paul D, that beginning is Sweet Home.  Sweet Home was neither sweet nor home, it was a site of horrible (unspeakable?) memories.  It was not even so much the place as it was one word—slavery.  Slave, a word defined as “one bound in servitude as the property of a person or household,” carries with it so much more.  Slave has the power to force a man to question his own humanness.  It has the power to turn a man crazy.  And it has the power to motivate a woman to kill her child to prevent it from happening again. 

Undoubtedly, the past was a dark cloud hanging over the heads of Sethe and Paul D.  But obviously there was more to it for Sethe.  For Sethe, her past actually took on a life of its own; her dead daughter, Beloved, came back.  This connection with the past, however, was not a healthy one.  Beloved came to get her due; she came to consume Sethe.  This was not Sethe dealing with her past; this was Sethe’s past dealing with her.  

Sethe most certainly would have been killed by her past were it not for her other daughter Denver.  Denver was young, fresh, plump and new.  Denver is the present and the future.  She represents a possibility of happiness, but she too is at first caught in the tentacles of the past.  At first catering to Beloved’s every need, Denver was slipping into the past.  But a change came over her.  It was not the fastest of recoveries, but Denver managed to transform herself from the girl who watched as her mother was strangled to the girl who rallied the town to save her mother.

Denver is different from the other characters.  She has no past, at least no past that involves slavery.  This is an important point.  It can certainly be seen that Sethe was not able to recover from her past, so too Paul D surely could not lead an untroubled life.  Even Baby Suggs, whose heart was seemingly unbreakable, eventually gave up on the present.  One may then ask the question, “Is it possible to live in the present with such a horrible past?”  “Is slavery and death just too much to handle?”  Suppression is a popular means of coping with the past, but it is widely agreed to be only a short-term solution.  Therefore it seems obvious that one must somehow explore the past.  As the velvet-seeking Amy said, anything that comes back to life is going to hurt.  Pain, indeed, is closely associated with healing.  And so the question remains, just how much pain and healing can one person handle?

Sethe faces her past, but the question remains at to whether the present prevailed.  Paul D seemed to find some sort of balance, though his relative optimism seemed clouded more in desperate hope than any kind of certainty.  Denver is truly the only character that overcomes her past.  While the residents of 124 may have managed to reach the free North, it is abundantly clear they have unwittingly dragged the slavery of the south with them.  The residents of 124 fought a battle of competing times, and it seems no one but Denver came out the better.
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Responding to Mr. Ives’ Christmas


How many times must a man’s extended hand be slapped before he stops extending it?  That is the central theme in this novel about the humble goodness of one man against a sick society.  Mr. Ives is a small man in a big city, a small man with small hopes.  It seems like an oxymoron to be alone in a crowd, and yet it is when in a crowd of strangers that people feel most alone.  This book is about Mr. Ives struggles to connect with those strangers.
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Mr. Ives was a “foundling.”  He had no background, no origin, no roots.  He had no family.  Mr. Ives spent his life searching for that family, that connectedness among man.  He desperately craved a sense of belonging.   Mr. Ives once stated that his favorite painting of all time was Raphael’s “La Madonna del Granduca,” displayed here.  This work symbolizes the connection that he is searching out.


Like many before him, Mr. Ives used religion to help make those connections.  “God is a spirit,” he said.  God as a spirit resides in everything and thus everything has a spark of divinity and goodness.  His vision reinforced the idea of life as a series of interconnected physical and spiritual manifestations.  Not unlike Taoism, Mr. Ives found this view of the world facilitated his desire for “family.”


From the time of the ancient Greek philosophers, man has struggled to determine the goodness of humanity.  Like Plato, Mr. Ives feels that people, if given the chance, will act rightly.  This belief, in fact, is central to his life.  And it is also the belief that, when lost, nearly lead to the end of his life.  Up until his son’s death, Mr. Ives happily believed in the goodness of others.  When his son was killed, however, that belief was called into question.  Mr. Ives inability to reconcile his son’s death sent him on a downward spiral.  For if man is not good, then what is the point of living?  


While Mr. Ives vainly grasped to hope that the world was good, he spent much of his life following his son’s death by preparing for the fact that humanity is anything but good.  Slowly withdrawing into a secluded world, Mr. Ives protected himself society.  Unfortunately, it seemed, Mr. Ives could only prevent pain by refusing to live.   Mr. Ives blamed himself for his son’s death, blamed society, and blamed man in general.  It took his son himself to absolve him of his guilt.  And it took the reeducation and rehabilitation of his son’s killer to resolve his misgivings toward society.


The novel ends with Mr. Ives slowly returning to a life of community and openness.  It is neither a sad nor happy.  Mr. Ives regains some measure of happiness, and his faith in humanity, while damaged, remains intact.  But the reader feels a sense of gloom, a sense of hopelessness about the whole mess.   While everyone may be interconnected and good, the layers of ignorance and separation seem unending.  How can one overcome an entire society –a society bent on bringing out the worst in people?  How can one not feel lost in a sea of strangers?  Shall we, as Voltaire stated, simply tend our gardens?  Or can a compromise be found in the words of Mother Theresa, “We can do not great things, only small things with great love.”

