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Introduction
Billy Collins names his poem “Aristotle” because its structure responds directly to Aristotle’s
statement in Poetics that a complete whole has a beginning, a middle, and an end. Collins does more
than mention the philosophical principle; he organizes the poem according to it. Each section is
announced openly through phrases such as “This is the beginning” and “This is the middle,” making
the poem’s architecture visible to the reader. Within that framework, Collins moves rapidly through
images drawn from life, literature, religion, theater, history, relationships, ordinary objects, and death.
The result is both orderly and unpredictable. The poem suggests that human beings depend on
beginnings, middles, and endings to make experience understandable, even though the events
contained within those structures can remain chaotic. Collins therefore transforms Aristotle’s theory
of plot into a playful meditation on how people organize stories and lives (Aristotle, 1996; Collins,
1998).

Aristotle’s Principle and the Poem’s Structure
In Poetics, Aristotle explains that a complete action should possess an intelligible shape. A beginning
does not necessarily follow another event but establishes the movement; a middle follows something
and leads toward something else; and an end follows what came before while closing the action
within the work. Collins converts this technical definition into imaginative experience. Instead of
explaining plot abstractly, he demonstrates what each stage feels like. The beginning is open and
expectant, the middle grows crowded with consequences and complications, and the end becomes
reflective and final. This organization is rhetorical as well as formal because readers experience the
argument through the sequence itself. The poem persuades without presenting a conventional essay:
its form becomes the evidence that structure matters.

The title also creates humor because “Aristotle” sounds as though the poem will be solemnly
philosophical, yet Collins fills it with accessible and sometimes surprising images. He moves from
creation and eggs to stage curtains, chess, maps, relationships, frustration, falling leaves, and
ordinary objects. These examples make Aristotle’s principle recognizable outside literary theory.
Beginnings, middles, and endings can describe a poem, a journey, a relationship, a career, or a
human life. By stretching one philosophical rule across so many situations, Collins honors Aristotle
while also testing how flexible the concept can become. Order exists, but the details inside that order

https://academic-master.com/aristotle-by-billy-collins/
https://academic-master.com/the-dead-by-billy-collins/


Copyright © 2026 Academic Master. | 2

refuse to remain simple.

The Beginning as Possibility
The opening section is associated with creation, emergence, and anticipation. Collins invokes images
such as the creation of light, an egg, the first letter of an alphabet, a rising curtain, a first move, and
the beginning of a journey. Each contains more than what is presently visible. An egg contains the
possibility of life; a first letter suggests language not yet completed; a curtain rising promises a
performance whose outcome is still unknown. This helps explain why beginnings often feel peaceful or
hopeful. Consequences have not yet accumulated, and alternative futures remain open. Yet the
beginning is not completely protected from loss because later events can change the meaning of the
first moment. Once an ending is known, readers often return mentally to the beginning and discover
signs that were invisible before.

This retrospective effect is central to storytelling. A writer selects a beginning because it will matter to
what follows, but people living through events rarely know which moment will later seem to have
been the true start. The climbers studying their map, for example, appear prepared and hopeful
before later information changes the emotional meaning of that image. Collins therefore gives the
reader a structure that life itself may not provide so clearly. His confident announcement that “this is
the beginning” is both reassuring and artificial: it reminds us that narrative order is something human
beings create in order to understand experience.

The Middle and the Accumulation of Consequences
The middle is the stage where the poem becomes more complicated and where “nothing is easy
anymore.” Events introduced earlier have begun to produce consequences, and choices now exist
inside a history that cannot simply be erased. Collins fills this section with relationships, frustration,
artistic lives, imprisonment, violence, disappointment, and mortality. The reader must work harder to
connect these images, just as a person living through the middle of an experience must respond to
several pressures at once. The beginning offered possibility; the middle introduces responsibility,
uncertainty, and the weight of what has already happened. This is why it often feels more chaotic
even though the poem’s formal structure remains intact (Collins, 1998).

Aristotle emphasized that events within a plot should be connected through probability or necessity,
whereas Collins uses a looser catalogue in which one image does not literally cause the next. Their
connection comes from sharing the emotional and structural condition of “middle.” This technique
allows Collins to preserve Aristotle’s idea of form while acknowledging that lived experience is more
disorderly than a tightly constructed tragedy. Human beings can plan carefully and still encounter
accident, conflict, illness, loss, or change. Order provides a framework for interpretation, but it does
not give complete control. The poem therefore resists the idea that a properly structured life will
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automatically become an easy one.

The End, Closure, and Mortality
The final section moves toward closure through images of punctuation, abandoned objects, falling
leaves, and death. Autumn leaves are especially effective because they represent separation and
decline within a natural cycle. By the time this image appears, it carries the accumulated emotional
weight of the beginning and middle. The end does not erase what preceded it; it makes the earlier
stages appear as parts of a completed whole. Collins also draws attention to writing itself. A final
period tells the reader that the sequence has stopped, and closing the book completes the physical
act of reading. Artistic endings are therefore created jointly by writer and reader: the poet supplies
the final line, but the reader experiences and accepts the closure.

The poem also invites an interpretation of human life as a series of beginnings, middles, and endings.
Creation can suggest birth, the middle can represent responsibility and complicated adulthood, and
the final images can suggest mortality. Yet the poem should not be reduced to a rigid equation in
which beginning means childhood, middle means adulthood, and ending means old age. A single life
contains many smaller narratives. Relationships, beliefs, careers, journeys, and creative projects all
develop through their own sequences, and some end while others begin. Collins’s structure is
persuasive because it describes the repeated way people organize experience rather than forcing
every person into one identical life pattern.

Order, Chaos, and Literary Technique
The poem’s greatest tension is between its highly visible structure and the disorder of the images
placed inside it. Repetition of the structural announcements creates unity, while catalogue, allusion,
contrast, imagery, and shifting tone prevent the poem from becoming mechanical. Religious creation
appears beside ordinary domestic objects; hope stands beside frustration and death; philosophical
order exists alongside personal unpredictability. Collins uses an informal, conversational style to
make a theoretical subject accessible. He does not imitate Aristotle’s technical vocabulary
throughout. Instead, he allows familiar images to carry the philosophical argument. Readers enter
through ordinary experience and only gradually recognize that the poem is asking how stories turn
disorder into a form that can be understood.

This is also why the poem works rhetorically. Collins does not simply tell readers that structure is
important; he lets them feel the satisfaction of a recognizable whole. At the same time, the unusual
examples remind them that a neat framework cannot remove uncertainty. Later sections alter how
earlier images are understood, just as later experiences can change the memory of an earlier choice
or relationship. Different readers may connect the catalogue with different parts of their own lives, so
the poem creates a shared form without dictating one final meaning. Its order makes interpretation
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possible, while its openness keeps that interpretation alive.

Conclusion
Billy Collins’s “Aristotle” turns Aristotle’s principle of beginning, middle, and end into the organizing
method of the poem itself. The beginning contains creation, possibility, and anticipation; the middle
becomes crowded with consequence, difficulty, and uncertainty; and the end moves toward closure,
falling leaves, punctuation, and mortality. Collins’s achievement lies in combining this strong formal
order with images that remain varied, surprising, and sometimes chaotic. The poem shows why
human beings seek structure: stories help people identify origins, developments, and endings within
experiences that otherwise feel scattered. Yet structure does not eliminate accident, suffering, choice,
or death. “Aristotle” is therefore more than an illustration of Poetics. It is a meditation on the human
need to shape experience into a whole while recognizing that life will always contain more complexity
than the structure used to describe it (Aristotle, 1996; Collins, 1998).
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