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RESUME
A CRITICISM OF ARABIC TRANSLATION OF,
AND COMMENTARIES ON ARISTOTLE’S POETICS

The present article aims at answering the following ques-
tion: ‘How did the Arabs understand Aristotle’s Poetics?”
This is part of a wider research which tries to determine to
what extent was Arabic literary criticism influénced by Greek
literary theories. One aspect of that wider research was dealt
with in the previous volume of this Bulletin under the title of
Abd-ul-Kahir’s Theory in his “Secrets of Eloquence”’,

The prescnt article is based on a modern translation of
the Poetics undurtaken by the writer in collaboration with A.
A. Sallain. It reviews and criticises three successive types of
effort made by Arabic culture -— in three centuries — to un-
derstand the Poctics. The first step was translation. As a
representative of that stage we took ““Matta ibn Younos”
r1oth cen. A. D] who based his Arabic translation on a Syriac
rendering of the Peetics. This translation in the main corres-
ponds to the bocok as we now know it in its verified Greek
text and in its varions European translations. But the trans-
lator appears fo lack genuine knowledge of Greek life and
literature, and s Arabic style is very obscure. As an Arabic
text of Aristotle’s theory, therefore, the book is of no great
value. Its value, purhiaps, lies in two other aspects: first, as
an aid to the vesification of the original Greek text. French
scholars huve know+: that version for a long time and have
made usc of it; ana Ilnglish scholars began to draw on it from
the last quartur ¢f the 1ath cent. Chief among them were
“Margoliouth”, “Butcher’ and "Bywater’”. Secondly, it is
valuable as a source of Arabic terminology. “Matta’’ was able
to develop a workable terminalogy for rendering Greek con-
ceptions, and that has certainly been drawn upon by Avicenne
and Averoes. Thus, from the point of view of linguistic deve-
lopment, the version is of considerable value.

The second stage was one of commenting and summarising,
and its best reprezentative is ‘“‘Avicenne’” (roth to Irth cen.
A.D). As part of his larger summary of Arstotle’s logic he
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summarnsed the Rhetorics and the Poelics. In his intro-
ductio to the last he dealt with poetry in general, and Greek
poetry in particular. On very few occasions he attempted some
comparison of literature. But, unlike Matta, he wrote in clear
and understandable Arabic, except when dn‘.ﬁculty of matter
brought obscurity on his style That is quite apparent when
he 15 dealing with such maitters as the phenomena of the Greek
theatre, the distinction betweén history and poetry, and the
differentiation of tragedy from epic. On the whole Avicenne
was successful in treating of Greek conceptions, and in choosing
for them suitable arabic terms. His version can, to some
extent, he relied upon in grasping a good part of Aristotle’s
theory. The information it.contains of the history of Greek
literaturc and its arts may be helpful to the Arabic reader, but
they need verification. Most probably they are inspired by
the writings of the Neo-Platonists. The comparisons which
Avicenne draws between Arabic and Greek literatures are few
and unimportant.

The third stage is one of commentary and application, and
its representative is Averoes (12th A.D). Averoes neither
transtated (like Matta), nor confined himself to the role of com-
mentator and expositor (like Avicenne), nor wrote indepen-
dently on Arabic criticism drawing some time on Aristotelian
theories (as did Abd-ul-Kahir for example). He combined
both, commentary on, and application of the Aristotelian con-
ceptions to Arabic literature, concenirating the larger part of
his effort on the secand aspect. As a result the fundamentals
of the theory of Greek tragedy disappeared, leaving only
shadows and traces here and there. Consequéntly, European
schalars accused Averoes of misunderstanding Aristotle and of
conufsing tragedy with panegyric, and comedy with safire.
They went as far as to suggest that Aristotle’s theory of poetry
was from beginning to end an emnigma to the Arabian
philosopher.

There is truth in that accusation. But scholars seem to
ignore the fact, stressed in this article, that Averoes delibe-
rately aimed at extracting, from Aristotle’s theory, general
principles which would apply to all or to most literatures, and
in particnlar {o Arabic literature. Hence the apparent con-
fusions and transformations which have taken place in his



writing. In opr analysis of Averoes’s book we have been able
to note commendable features (1) he had the merit of drawing
attention to some Qurinic literary forms which were very
rarely found in classica] Arabic, (2) he attempted comparative
literature on a considerable scale, (3) and he showed a keen
sence of literay appreciation exemplified in many critical ob.
servations in his bogk.

Thus the present article claims to have shown that Arabic
culture in the past has Made a determined effort io understand
and assimilate Aristotle’s theory in the Poetics. But that effort
did not bear its desired.fruit, and tonsequently, poetical Arabic
production down the Ages remained — up to the advent of
modern Arabic renaissance — unaffected by that theary.

M. KHALAFALLAH
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« A History of Classical Greek Literature».
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