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ALBERTO RIGOLIO

ARISTOTLE’S POETICS IN SYRIAC AND IN ARABIC
TRANSLATIONS: READINGS OF “TRAGEDY”

Aristotle’s Poetics was translated into Syriac by an anonymous translator of the late
ninth or early tenth century, and, within a few decades, was translated again from Syriac
into Arabic by Abt Bisr Matta ibn Yunus (d. 940), who was a member of the Church
of the East!. Only a passage of about thirty lines survives from the Syriac translation —
enough to prove Abii Bisr’s dependence on the Syriac —2 while the Arabic translation
survives almost entirely in the codex Parisinus Ar. 23463, Abu Bisr’s translation is
notoriously characterised by frequent misunderstandings of the Aristotelian text as well
as by a style that is often hardly intelligible*. In modern scholarship the Arabic Poetics has
been described as “uncommonly inarticulate” and “un indigeribile grottesco pasticcio.”

Both the lack of familiarity with Greek literature, which constitutes the subject of
Aristotle’s Poetics, and, perhaps, the incomplete mastery of “high” Arabic language
by Abu Bisr Matta, whose mother tongue was Syriac, must have played their parts
in the outcome of the Arabic Poetics®. Recent studies, however, have emphasised
that a number of textual misunderstandings may not be the result of a passive and
uninformed reading, but they may contain traces of particular interpretations of the

1" A candidate for the authorship of the Syriac translation is Ishaq ibn Hunayn. Another transla-
tion into Arabic (or revision) was carried out by Yahya ibn ‘Adi (lost), on which Ibn Stna wrote a
commentary. An overview of the status quaestionis is available in Schrier, O.J., ‘The Syriac and
Arabic versions of Aristotle’s Poetics,” in Endress, G., and Kruk, R., eds., The ancient tradition
in Christian and Islamic Hellenism, Leiden 1997, 259-278; and Watt, J.W., ‘Christianity and the
renaissance of Islam. Abi Bishr Matta, al-Farabi, and Yahya ibn ‘Adi,’” in Tamcke, M., ed., Chris-
tians and Muslims in dialogue in the Islamic Orient of the Middle Ages, Beirut 2007, 99-112.

2 The passage is quoted in Jacob bar Sakko’s Book of Dialogues and edited in Margoliouth, D.S.,
Analecta orientalia ad Poeticam Aristoteleam, London 1887 (= Hildesheim 2000), YV-4YV,

3 The manuscript dates back to the eleventh century, and the text is edited in Tkatsch, J., Die arabische
Ubersetzung der Poetik des Aristoteles und die Grundlage der Kritik des griechischen Textes, Wien 1928.
4 Zimmermann, FE.W., Al-Farabi’s commentary and short treatise on Aristotle s De Interpretatione,
Oxford 1981, Ixxvi, has pointed out that one of the factors compromising Abt Bisr Matta’s style is
the Hellenization of the language — a feature with which Syriac scholars were familiar, but which
the Arab readers of the time were not equally prepared to tolerate.

5 Respectively Zimmermann, 1981, Ixxvi, and Gabrieli, F., ‘Intorno alla versione araba della Poetica
di Aristotele’, RAL 5 Ser. 6 (1929), 224-235, 233; see also Tkatsch 1928, 1 108 and Edzard, L., and
Kohnken, A., ‘A new look at the Greek, Syriac, and Arabic versions of Aristotle’s Poetics’ in Edzard, L.,
and Watson, J., eds., Grammar as a window onto Arabic Humanism, Wiesbaden 2006, 222-264, 228.
¢ Abi Bisr Matta had been educated in Syriac at the monastery of Dayr Qunna and is likely to have
belonged to one of the least Arabicized parts of the Christian community, as his Arab opponents did
not fail to notice; see Zimmermann 1981, LXXVI.
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ARISTOTLE’S POETICS IN SYRIAC AND IN ARABIC TRANSLATIONS: READINGS OF “TRAGEDY”

Aristotelian text’. Through the analysis of the transmission of some passages into
Syriac and into Arabic, the present paper explores this possibility further, and it
attempts to relate the textual evidence to the historical and cultural setting of the

surviving Syriac and Arabic translations of the Poetics.
It is regrettable that the surviving Syriac passage does not go beyond Aristotle’s

definition of tragedy. The section opens:®

gottv 0OV Tpoy®dia piumoig mpatemg
onovdaiog Kol teAeiog péyebog €xov-
ong, MNOLVGUEVED AOY®D YWPIC EKAGTH
TV €ld®V &V TOIC popiolg, dpOvVI®V Kol
o0 OvdmayyeAiag, d'éAéov Kai PoOfov
nepaivovca TV T®V To100TOV TodNUd-
TOV KEAOapoLv.

Tragedy is the imitation of a serious and
complete action of some magnitude, in a
language enriched in a distinct way sepa-
rately for (each) section (of the play), by
(people) who act and not through narration,
(and) which through pity and fear attains the
purification of these very emotions.

At first sight, the Syriac translation of the passage is barely comprehensible:®

~dhotan oy Khanumadisn dsdur dhaza 1,
~&l=s dhasi el dury husa\ o wd\ e
i o s wla = (o <duoms
us A Lroar ws ala pans s <dhaisass

~aaax <rano el s dleaa s
-y ("L""”'

Tragedy is the imitation of a diligent and
accomplished action which has magni-
tude, in a pleasant language without* each
one of the kinds that act® in the parts, and
not through promisec but through pity and
fear it tempers the passions and? it attains

the purification of those who suffer.

The passage attests, at least, five variants (in italics). In the translator’s defence, it must be
said that two of them were possibly contained in the Greek manuscript he was reading (a
and ¢), and they may in fact have considerably impaired his comprehension of the text!°.

Moreover, the conciseness of the Greek, as well as the Syriac translator’s lack
of familiarity with Greek theatre, may have led him to miss the reference to the
actors (b), a fact that had a major impact on the subsequent transmission of the

7 Schrier 1997 and Serra, G., Da ‘tragedia’e ‘commedia’a ‘lode’ e ‘biasimo,’ Stuttgart 2002.

8 Aristotle, Poetics 1449b 24-28, ed. Gudeman, A., Aristoteles Peri poietikés: mit Einleitung, Text
und Adnotatio critica, exegetischem Kommentar, kritischem Anhang und Indices nominum, rerum,
locorum, Berlin 1934.

9 Ed. Margoliouth 1887, YV, lines 2-7. I read ~hoiaso [5G ‘Orita], instead of the (as far as I am
aware of) unattested ~Moisaw [si ‘arita].

10 Two possible Syriac readings of the Greek manuscript are (a) ywpig €kdoTeVv or ywpic EkGotov
“without each one(s)” for ywpig éxdote “separately for each;” (¢) o’ énayyehiog “through prom-
ise” for &1’ amayyehiog “through narration.”
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ALBERTO RiGoLIO

Poetics, as will be discussed below!!. Instead, the variants (d) and (e) may witness
to an effort to expand on the concept of catharsis'2. It appears, then, that apart
from the misunderstandings, which, incidentally, are also attested in the readings of
some Renaissance scholars,!? the Syriac passage does not deliberately depart from
the Greek.

The passage was subsequently translated from the Syriac by Abu Bisr Matta as
follows (the rendering of a word with a double translation, which I indicate with in-
verted commas, is a stylistic feature of the work): !4

@AY Jaall BlSlaa g 4lis & mddll Acliad The art of madih [lit.: “praise™] is ‘the
adull J sl 8 alae g alae Ll Sl JaSl g pay a1l comparison and the imitation’ [i.e.: pipn-
SAleld oo el oY) e aal g aaly SMA W 61¢] —of an intentional,’ eager and accom-
Gl YY) Jaady ael salh ¥ 132 plished action— which [i.e.: the piunoig]
Ostrdly (i) Calatig 8y (gl ydaa ) hagves ‘magnitude and extension,’ in a
useful" speech, except for each one of
the kinds that are active in the parts, not
through promises; and it tempers ‘the
passions and the impressions’ and through
pity and fear it ‘purifies and cleanses’

those who suffer.

In this sentence alone, the Arabic translator added five further changes (in italics),
rendering Aristotle’s definition hardly recognisable!s.

11 (p) the translator interpreted dpdvtmv as in agreement with t@v €id@v “of the kinds that act”
rather than as a substantivized participle meaning “of (people) who act.”

12 (d) seems to be an addition of the Syriac; (e) is a radical change of the Greek text, possibly
underlining a different interpretation of catharsis, and perhaps relying on the misunderstanding
that t@®v tolovTeV Todnpdtov “such emotions” in fact refers to EAéov kai eofov “pity and fear.”
13 Schrier 1997, 266 n. 18.

14 Ed. Tkatsch 1928. With Margoliouth 1887, I read o st=éy [yanfa ‘iliin] “they suffer” instead of
Osl& [yaf“aliin] of the manuscript. Also, as) 5 aal 5 JS for the expected a5 <, “each one,” may be
a Syriacism.

15 (f) Abu Bir’s addition of 3 ¥ [ ‘al-iradr] “voluntary,” which is similarly added to eight other
passages, is not justified by Aristotle’s text and, according to Schrier 1997, 267-68 and 271, it may
result from the “ethical” view that an action can be praiseworthy only when it has been performed
voluntarily (possibly a reading of Aristotelian origin, see Eth. Nic. 1109b30-1115a3); (g) results
from the ambiguity of the Syriac where, unlike the Greek, both «hazan 3\, [tragodiita] “tragedy”
and <hoicso [53 ‘Oriita) “action” are feminine, and Abi Bisr wrongly attributed 2l olae “mag-
nitude and extension” to tragedy rather than to the action; (%) ~&wum= [mahnyanitd] means both
“pleasant” and “useful;” (i) “except for” is another possible meaning of <= 1\ ; (j) as opposed to
the Syriac text, the Arabic has the plural.
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ARISTOTLE’S POETICS IN SYRIAC AND IN ARABIC TRANSLATIONS: READINGS OF “TRAGEDY”

A major change in the Arabic text is represented by the translation of the word
“tragedy.” As far as it is possible to tell from the surviving text, the Syriac translator
consistently rendered the Greek words for tragedy, tpaywdia, and comedy, kopwdia,
with loanwords from Greek. The choice must not have been particularly problematic,
as by this time loanwords from Greek were not rare in Syriac. One can only speculate,
however, what precisely the translator meant with the words ~&azar 3\, [rdgodiita]
and ~.aas [qumodiyal's.

Abii Bisr Matta adopted a different strategy. Instead of using loanwords from
Greek —as he did, for instance, when translating ta £rn “epic poetry” with & 4zia
“the art of epic poetry” [san ‘at ’afi]-,"” he used what could be, in his view, the
Arabic equivalents for tragedy and comedy. He relied on his familiarity with Arabic
literature, and his choice fell upon z2« [madih] to translate tragedy, and «\>& [higa ]
to translate comedy:

TPAY®Olo. > wharan\i), > madih  lit. “praise”
KOU®OID > ~aamao > elaa higa’  lit. “invective; lampoon”

In fact, madih and higa’ are quite specific terms, as they both designate particular
modes of Arabic poetry. A “poem of madih” is a panegyric addressed to individuals or
to families, clans, tribes, that praises the personal and moral qualities of the addressee,
such as courage, generosity and modesty. A “poem of Aiga ™ may be considered, so
to speak, its antonym, as it consisted of attacks in verses addressed to adversaries or
rival families — a form of invective that stigmatises avarice, cowardice and disloyalty.
Both kinds of poems originated from the pre-Islamic tradition of the gasid and were
initially designed to be performed on particular occasions!s.

Unintuitive as it may seem, though, the association of tragedy with “panegyric
poetry,” and of comedy with “abusive poetry” was not totally unjustifiable. An Arabic
reader could find some support for Abu Bisr’s rendering of the two terms in another
passage above in the Poetics, where Aristotle stated:

Tragedy differs from comedy in relation to the above mentioned
differentia: the latter strives to represent (characters) worse (than
existing humans), the former (strives to represent characters) better
than existing humans®.

16 The same question can be raised about Jacob bar Sakko (d. 1241), since he interpolated the
Aristotelian passage with a note on the epithet ~aan3\, [fragoda, tpaywdog] attributed to David,
since on occasion he also grieved when singing, as when moistening his couch with tears (Ps. 6.7);
see Margoliouth 1887, AY, lines 1-3.

17" Aristotle, Poetics 1460al2; see also 1458a 15-16.

18 Houtsma, M. Th., et al., eds., Encyclopaedia of Islam, second edition, Leiden 1960-2009, s.v.
19 Aristotle, Poetics 1448a 16-18: év a0t 8¢ 1] So@opld Kol 1 tpay®dic. Tpog TNV KoOumSiav
Siéotnkev: N pev yap yeipovug 1| 8¢ PeAtiong pupeicOon Bodretal TV viv.
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ALBERTO RiGoLIO

To interpret Aristotle with Aristotle could be a good scholarly habit, and even more
so on this particular occasion, since another Aristotelian passage replicates the same
view?’. It is possible that such passages were behind the interpretation of tragedy and
comedy as panegyric and abusive poetry respectively?!.

It would be problematic to establish whether the Syriac translator, through
the loanwords, also meant by tragedy some sort of panegyric poetry performed by
a sole individual, rather than a theatrical play. Certainly, it seems unlikely that he
considered tragedy and comedy to be theatrical pieces. This, at least, is what emerges
from the translation of another passage:2

TpdTOV PV €€ Avarykmg av €in TL udp1ov Tpaymdiag o tig dyemg KOGHOG
First, by necessity, a part of the tragedy should be the set [lit.: “the order
of what is seen;” i.e.: “the arrangement of the spectacle, the scene”]

~a0aiar miam 3o\ i1 P Famd o
by necessity, a part of the tragedy shall be the decorum of the face

The Syriac translator rendered 6 tfig dyemg kdopog, “the order of what is seen,” with
the literal <aaoias miem “the beauty of the face,” adopting a word-for-word translation.
Yet, although ~ism [hedra], “beauty; decoration, adornment,” can often be a good
translation of k6cpog, “order; ornament, decoration” and ~aagia [parsopal, “face,”
can correspond to dyig, “aspect, face; sight; vision,” in our passage the transmission
of the text went wrong. Indeed, dy1g should be interpreted as “what is seen,” instead
of “face” as the Syriac translator did. Thus, in translation “the set, the scene” became
“the decorum of the face;” and, as a result, the reference to the theatre disappeared
from the Syriac text.
In rendering the same passage, Abt Bisr wrote:

First, by necessity, a part of the art of madih shall be the description of
the ‘beauty and grace’ of the face.

The passage is not straightforward, and it may be problematic to determine what Abt
Bisr meant by the addition of 4= 4 | possibly meaning “in the description.” With
only the Syriac translation at his disposal, he perhaps intended the Syriac ~aagia
[parsopal, “face,” as the face of the person who was praised in the poem of madih?:.

20 Aristotle, Poetics 1448b 20-27.
21 Serra 2002, 15.
22 Aristotle, Poetics 1449b 31-33; Margoliouth, 1887, AV, lines 7-8.

23 Serra 2002, 18-19, hypothesised, instead, that Abai Bisr intended here the face of the poet who
performed a poem of madih.
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Another passage illustrates the translators’ interpretation of tragedy:24

gotv 08¢ Thig puev mpdéemg 0 uvbog N pipmoic, Aéyw yap udbov todtov v
ovvheoty TOV TPAYUATOV

the plotis imitation of the action; indeed here by ‘plot’ I mean the composition
of the facts

Here Aristotle argued that the “plot” is an essential part of tragedy, and by “imitation
of the action,” the philosopher meant the performances of the tragic actors on the
stage. The focus of the passage is on the actors, whose imitative actions constitute the
plot, a fundamental part of the tragedy?.

Yet, in the Syriac translation of the passage, there is no room for the actors or
for their performance. The genitive mpd&emg was not interpreted as the object of the
pipnoic, that is to say “the imitation of an action” as in Greek, but, rather, npa&emg
was construed with udOog, the “plot,” and it has become its object:26

comdanaizl Fdusar 1 K I hausdis ~oda mdusar o1 dsdu

.~ aoy

Then, the plot of a narrative [tenyd] is the imitation; indeed by ‘plot’ I mean
the composition of the facts

The Syriac translator interpreted TpdEgwg as meaning “a narrative,” that is to say “a narrated
event,” which requires a narrator, — and not “an action.” If one follows the Syriac, imitation
is the plot of a “narrative story,” which, accordingly, does not require the performance of
the actors. The Syriac translation again missed the dramatic element of tragedy.

Abii Bisr Matta could not find a sole hint of the theatrical performance in the
Syriac translation of this passage. His interpretation of tragedy as a poem of madih
seemed to work again, and he translated:?’

e (S 5 ) A8 g A8 Al el s BlSla g 4 & (il 5 Cuaall A6 )
The narration of ‘a (related) event and stories’ is ‘the comparison and
the imitation;’ by ‘narration and imitation of a (related) event’ I mean the
structure of the facts.

Abii Bisr translated the “plot of a narrative” of the Syriac with “the narration of the
related event and the stories.” The introduction of a double translation results in a

24 Aristotle, Poetics 1450a 3-5.

25 Serra 2002, 20-29.

26 Aristotle, Poetics 1449b 31-33; Margoliouth 1887, 4V, lines 1-3.

27 Aristotle, Poetics 1449b 31-33; together with Badawi, ‘Abd al-Rahman, Fann al-shi‘r: ma‘a
al-tarjamah al-‘Arabiyah al-qadimah wa-shurith al-Farabi wa-Ibn Sina wa-Ibn Rushd, Cairo
1953, 97, 1 read 41 _A [kurafat] instead of 44,a
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redundant list of three words with meanings pertaining to “narration,” with no trace
of dramatic performance?s.

In the two passages discussed, the translators changed the references to the
performative aspects of tragedy into diegetic features that could describe a narrated
poem. A little further, the passage &nel 6¢ npdEemdg €oTt Hiunoig, TPAaTTeTaL O VIO TVAHY
npdrTovimy “since imitation is of an action, (tragedy) is acted by people who act” became
in Syriac A\ > widi i< 9 @1 KuddZ e hoivamy whausihoy  “since
imitation is of an action, (tragedy) is narrated by people who narrate.”? In short, the
dramatic aspect of tragedy did not make its way into the Syriac translation, as both tragedy
and comedy were interpreted as recited or narrated pieces, rather than theatrical plays.

On the ground of the present textual survey, one may account for a variant in
another passage. In the definition of tragedy reported in the first text above (b), the
Greek word in the genitive case dpadvtwv, meaning “tragedy is an imitation (made up)
by people who act [i.e. the actors],” is interpreted in Syriac, instead, as in agreement
with t@v €10dv, the different “kinds” of language that characterize the different parts
of the tragedy. Again, the translator missed the reference to the actors’ performances.

Far from reporting Aristotle’s view, the translations attest to the Syriac translator’s
and Abt Bisr Matta’s own interpretations of tragedy and comedy. The Syriac translator
thought of tragedy as a narrative piece, while Abii Bisr Matta interpreted tragedy as a
poem of madih. Their awareness of Greek literature was scarce, but nevertheless they
were not prevented from reading and studying Aristotle’s Poetics, a treatise dealing
with Greek drama. Rather, the distance that separated Greek and Arabic literatures
prompted translators and later scholars such as al-Farabi, Ibn Stna and Ibn Rusd to
put forward their interpretations of the Aristotelian text3.

In fact, the translation of Abti Bisr was itself the result of a venture of interpretation
in its own right. Abu Bisr’s efforts to transmit the Poetics into Arabic were not

28 The introduction of the third double translation may also witness to the same interpretation:
the Syriac ~éusax [§7 Td] “plot” is rendered with Cuasll 48 5 48) Al “parration and imitation of
a related event.” This addition seems to show that, if one follows Abu Bisr, the “imitation of an
event” was equivalent to its narration.

29 Aristotle, Poetics 1449b 36-37; Margoliouth 1887, AV, lines 12—13; see also Serra 2002, 24.

30 Kemal, S., The philosophical poetics of Alfarabi, Avicenna and Averroes: the Aristotelian
reception, London 2003. A later Arabic translation by Yahya ibn ‘Ad1’s (or possibly a revision of
Abi Bisr’s), who brought back in the words “tragedy” and “comedy,” is regrettably lost, and it is
problematic to estimate Yahya ibn ‘Adt’s contribution to the interpretation of the Poetics (Schrier
1997,271-72). Tbn Rusd made an effort, in his commentary on the Poetics, to make links to Arabic
poetry, and Hazim al-Qartajannt (d. 1285) wrote a work on poetics which combined the Graeco-
Arabic and indigenous Arabic traditions (Heinrichs, W., Arabische Dichtung und griechische
Poetik, Beirut 1969; Schoeler, G., Einige Grundprobleme der autochthonen und der aristotelischen
arabischen Literaturtheorie, Wiesbaden, 1975). By 1286, Barhebraeus had composed the Book of’
Cream of Wisdom, where he wrote about tragedy relying on the Syriac translation of the Poetics
and possibly on Ibn Sina’s commentary (Schrier 1997, 273-275).
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motivated by an interest in Greek literature, but, rather, by an interest in Aristotelian
logic; and they should be considered within the translation movement of ninth- and
tenth-century Baghdad. Here, the translation of philosophical texts from Greek into
Arabic, often through the intermediary of Syriac translations,?' was functional to the
attempt, by philosophers such as Abu Bisr Matta, al-Farabi and Yahya ibn ‘Adi, to
found an Arabic school of philosophy. The Arabic Poetics is a witness to the study
of Aristotle in Arabic scholarship, and it attests the efforts to reproduce, beyond
language boundaries, a philosophical tradition rooted in Late Antiquity32.

Abt Bisr Matta, al-Farab1 and Yahya ibn ‘Adi worked at the creation of a corpus
of texts to be used within philosophical instruction in Arabic; and this curriculum
was shaped upon earlier philosophical scholarship. It has been recognised that the
neo-Aristotelian curriculum, which had been developed within Greek Alexandrian
scholarship during the fifth and sixth centuries, provided the model for the
philosophical instruction of tenth century Arabic philosophers. According to this
tradition, logic was to be studied first, before philosophy proper, as it was intended
as an instrument, the Organon, for further philosophical enquiry. Also, according
to the Late Alexandrian curriculum, the set texts for the study of logic were those
written by Aristotle and by his commentators, such as Porphyry and Alexander
of Aphrodisias, which were repeatedly translated and revised in ninth- and tenth-
century Baghdad™.

A characteristic aspect of the Late Alexandrian curriculum of philosophical
studies was the inclusion of Aristotle’s Rhetoric and Poetics in the Organon. The
inclusion of the two treatises in the set texts for the preliminary study of logic after
the Categories, On Interpretation, Prior and Posterior Analytics, Topics and the
Sophistical Refutations is witnessed by John Philoponus and the commentator Elias,
both living in the sixth century. According to John Philoponus, the Poetics needed to
be studied since it described the paralogismoi, the “false reasoning” that shares the
same structure with syllogism proper®4. Similarly, the commentator Elias wrote of
five kinds of syllogism, according to the degree of truth of their premises. According

31 Syriac translations were also produced to be used as intermediary stages in the translations from
Greek into Arabic. This might be the case of the Poetics, given the short period separating the
Syriac and Arabic translations.

32 Walzer, R., ‘Zur Traditionsgeschichte der Aristotelischen Poetik,” Studi Italiani di Filologia
Classica, N.S. 9 (1934), 5-14, (= Cassirer, B., ed., Greek into Arabic, Oxford 1962, 129-136).

33 Zimmermann 1981, XXI-XXIV.

34 John Philoponus, In Arist. Categ. X1III 5.8—14: “Among the logical works (of Aristotle), some
are about the principles of the investigation, such as the Categories, On Interpretation and the two
books of the Prior Analytics, some are about the investigation itself, such as the Posterior Analytics,
where (Aristotle) explains about the demonstration, the Topics, the Sophistical Refutations, the
Rhetoric, and —as someone says— the Poetics: by themselves they do not discuss the investigation,
but, in view of the demonstration, they cooperate by teaching us the (sorts of) investigations
through which false reasoning (paralogismoi) takes place.”
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to Elias, the least true among the syllogisms is the so-called “poetic syllogism,”
since it is based on entirely false premises. So, no matter its falsity, the investigation
through “poetic syllogism” shares some features with demonstration proper, and as
such it was to be studied?s.

Elias’ interpretation, which originated in Late Antique Alexandria, found its way
to the tenth century, first to Ab@l Bisr Matta, then to his pupil al-Farabi. Al-Farabi
wrote of five kinds of syllogism, the last and least truthful being the so-called “poetic
syllogism,” as he explained in his Canons of Poetry®. It is the study of Aristotelian
logic, as it had been framed during Late Antiquity, that prompted Aba Bisr Matta’s
translation of Aristotle’s Poetics. Indeed, Abt Bisr himself was a prominent figure
among the initiators of the reception of Aristotelian philosophy in Arabic. If we
believe his contemporary opponents, he was even the main promoter of the study
of Aristotelian logic among Arabic scholars®’. The fact that a scholar of Aristotelian
logic translated the Poetics, and the collocation of the Arabic Poetics in the Parisinus
Ar. 2346 (11* cent.), together with the other Arabic translations of the Aristotelian
Organon —or, better, the Baghdad Organon— provides the background of this venture
of translation and interpretation of our Aristotelian treatise3®.

35 Elias Commentator, In Categ. prooem. XVIII 116.29-117.4: “The logical works (of Aristotle) are
divided into three (groups): about what precedes the investigation or the demonstration, about what
concerns the demonstration itself and about what assumes (the quality) of the demonstration. [...]
Those which assume (the quality) of the demonstration are the Topics, the Sophistical Refutations,
the Rhetoric, and the Poetics. Five are the kinds of syllogism: demonstrative, dialectical, rhetorical,
sophistic and poetic (poietikos). And naturally, since the premises (protaseis) on which they are
based are five: the premises are entirely true and they produce the demonstrative (syllogism), or
they are entirely false and they produce the poetic fabulous (syllogism), or they are partially true
and partially false, and this is three ways: [...].”

36 Walzer 1934, 131-132; Gutas, D., ‘Paul the Persian and the classification of the parts of Aristotle’s
philosophy: a milestone between Alexandria and Bagdad,” Der Islam 60 (1983), 231-267; Black,
D.L., Logic and Aristotle’s Rhetoric and Poetics in medieval Arabic philosophy, Leiden 1990; Watt
2007; Watt, J., Al-Farabi and the history of the Syriac Organon, Piscataway 2009.

37 His main interests were in Aristotelian philosophy, and logic in particular. Unfortunately his own
logical writings are lost, but his surviving translations, always from Syriac into Arabic, include the
Posterior Analytics, (together with a commentary by Alexander of Aphrodisias and a paraphrase
by Themistius) and the Sophistical Refutations. Both the works, together with the Poetics, had
been included in the late Alexandrian Organon. Zimmermann 1981, LXXVI-LXXVII.

38 Zimmermann 1981, Ixxviii-Ixix. The confinement of the Poetics to the field of logic must not
have remained free from criticism. Ibn al-Afir (d. 1239) wrote: “someone dabbling in philosophy
once discussed this with me and in the course of the conversation mention was made of something
that Abt ‘Al Ibn Sina had said on rhetoric and poetry. He mentioned a genre of ancient Greek
poetry called taraghiidiva. He got up and brought the book, as-Sifa’ by Abi ‘Alf [Ibn Sina] and
showed me what he [Ibn Sina] had said. When I read it I found him stupid, for he talks at great
length and breadth about the matter, as if he were addressing some ancient Greek, but all he says is
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In a tradition of philosophical scholarship developed in fifth and sixth century
Alexandria, the study of Aristotle’s Poetics was part of the study of logic. Abli Bisr
Matta’s reading of Aristotle’s Poetics, a treatise dealing with Greek drama and
tragedy in particular, was filtered through the works of Late Antique Alexandrian
commentators. According to John Philoponus and Elias, the Aristotelian Organon
should also include the Poetics, since the so-called “poetic syllogism” had the same
structure as syllogism proper. Abii Bisr Matta, a logician himself, directed his efforts
towards the recreation, in Arabic, of the very texts used for the study of logic in
sixth-century Alexandria, and the Arabic translation of the Poetics was part of this
enterprise. In this context, references to Greek literature could be substituted with
more meaningful examples for Arabic readers. The interpretations of tragedy as
“eulogistic poetry,” and of comedy as “abusive poetry,” were developed by Abt Bisr
Matta in this context, and, most likely, on the basis of the very Aristotelian text.

drivel, wholly useless to a speaker of Arabic. In addition to all this, these people rely, according to
what he mentions about rhetorical [and poetical] speech, on producing (syllogisms made of) two
premises and a conclusion. But this is something that would not have occurred to Aba ‘Al Ibn
Stna whenever he composed poetry or thymed prose. For he has written in this style, but in pouring
forth whatever he composed he would have never thought of two premises and a conclusion! If
he had to think first of all of two premises and a conclusion and only after this would compose
poetry or prose, he would never have produced anything useful and he would have had a lengthy
struggle! No, I shall say more: whenever the ancient Greeks themselves composed their poems
they did not do so while at the same time they had any thought of two premises or conclusion.
These things are merely concepts that have been invented and which only serve to lengthen their
writings about rhetoric and poetry. But they are, as the saying goes, ‘futile bubbles of air, like the
poetry of al-Abiwardi.”” (Ahmad al-Huft and Badawi Tabanah, eds., Diya’ad-Din Ibn al-Atir. al-
Matal as-sa’ir fi adab al-katib wa-s-3a ‘ir, Cairo 1973, I1 5-7; trans. by Prof. Gerard van Gelder, to
whom I am grateful for having drawn my attention to the passage).
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