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The Hidden Text of Abu Bishr Matta’s “Threshold
Translation” of Aristotle’s Poetics
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Abstract

Advanced research based on the model of “contextual interpretation”
and relying on the rule of “tradition as context” to investigate the
reflection of the “tradition of reciting poetry” in the language of the
first surviving Arabic translation of the Poetics, that is, the translation
of Abu Bishr Matta and specifically the translation of comedy to
satire. The premise of the research is that the reciting of poetry has a
dramatic nature in the tradition and Abu Bishr Matta has paid attention
to it; therefore, the art of reciting poetry should be regarded as the
“textual texture” that dominates his mind and perception, and the
“hidden text” of his translation language of Aristotle’s Poetics. The
study shows that the rendering of word “comedy” to “satire” in the
translation of Abu Bishr Matta has roots in two things: a) the
connection of comedy and satire in the textual network of source
language, that is, the Greek language and literature, referencing the
historical fact that signs of satire can be seen in ancient Greek
comedies. b) dramatic nature of reciting satire in the target textual
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network i.e. Arabic language and literature, referring to numerous
reports about the dramatic pattern of poets in reciting satire. The
distinction of Matta’s work is his combination method in translating
the specialized terms of the Poetics, such as “comedy”; a method that
has led to preserving the dramatic nature of comedy in translation; The
translation of comedy into satire is a “hybrid and threshold”
translation and is close to the linguistic-literary context of source and
target, that is, has roots in the cultural, literary and social contexts of
both.

Keywords: Aristotle’s Poetics, Threshold translation, comedy and
Satire, drama, Siyagat-e Mahjoor (Abandoned Genre), tradition and
language of translation, ideology

Introduction

This article does not seek to confirm or reject Abu Bishr Matta’s work
in translating comedy into satire, rather, it attempts to employ the
model of “contextual interpretation” and situate Abu Bishr Matta’s
translation within its linguistic, literary, and historical context to
highlight a question: What relationship existed between comedy and
satire (in the source) and al-Hija and drama (in the target) that led Abu
Bishr to translate comedy as al-Hija? This question itself rests on one
principle and two presuppositions. the principle: Abu Bishr Matta, in
the interpretation of Bassnett and Lefevere (Bassnett, 2015; Lefevere
& Bassnett, 2013), has transferred a cultural asset from one textual
network to another, and in analyzing the nature, manner, and even the
rationale behind this transfer, in addition to the nature of the cultural
asset itself, the target textual network must also be carefully
examined; Can one truly analyze Matta’s choices of equivalents
without considering the linguistic, literary, and cultural traditions that
shaped his mind and language? Presupposition One: Satire in the
target textual network was performative or at least possessed some
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characteristics of the art of performance. Presupposition Two: Matta’s
translation is integrative, hybrid, liminal, and threshold-like, where the
source and target textual networks intertwine and coexist in a third
space, breathing side by side.
Questions

What relationship existed between comedy and satire (in the
source) and al-Hija and drama (in the target) that led Abu Bishr to
translate comedy as al-Hija?

Which Arabic and Persian literary traditions played a role in the
formation of this translation?

Literature Review

Abd al-Rahman Badawi considered Abu Bishr Matta’s equivalence of
comedy with satire to be a “mistake” (Aristotle, 1953, p. 55-56),
Zarrin-Koub as a “misunderstanding” (Aristotle, 2002, p. 105),
Zargani as “the indigenousization of foreign poetics” (2011, p. 284-
286), and the translators of the Poetic Treatises of Muslim
Philosophers (2014) and Aristotle’s Poetics as Narrated by Islamic
Sages (2021) as “misunderstood” and “mistaken.” When examining
the background of Ibn Sina’s treatise (Dahiyat, 1974, p. 3-7), Dahiyat
considers Abu Bishr’s translation to be literal and the translation of
comedy into satire (and tragedy into praise) to be a type of
circumlocution, that is, translation with the addition and expansion of
words and meaning. In general, it can be said that the “consideration
of error” in equating comedy with satire is a common point among
most critics. Studies show that the background of the work suffers
from two shortcomings: first, the ideological bias of those who have
translated the poetic treatises of “Muslim” philosophers or “Islamic”
sages into Persian; this group, due to relying on an unjustified
selection criterion, namely the author’s religious belief, has discarded
Abu Bishr’s treatise, because he was a Christian and outside the circle
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of Islam. This is despite the fact that Matthew’s translation “was
copied word for word from the Syriac translation into Arabic, and the
Syriac translation was based on an older Greek text, so some
translators and correctors of the book of poetry have corrected the
Greek manuscripts based on it” (Aristotle, 1958, p. 22-23). Second,
the analytical avoidance of those who, by merely stating that Abu
Bishr’s translation of comedy into satire is a “misunderstanding,
misinterpretation, misconception, and error,” have closed the door to
dialogue about the origins of this translation. This means that they
have fundamentally overlooked the core issue. But truly, wouldn’t it
be better to reflect on the reasons behind the formation of this “error”.

Results and Discussion

This article seeks to demonstrate, with scientific caution, that satire in
tradition, at least in its reciting, possessed elements of theatricality,
and the translation of comedy into satire in Matta’s work stems from
this aspect of the target textual network. In other words, Abu Bishr
Matta attempted to understand comedy both in terms of its original
nature in the source and Aristotle’s discourse, while also adapting it to
the linguistic-literary traditions of the target language, presenting it in
Arabic as a hybrid and liminal translation.

Based on the comprehensive model of reciting (Inshad) poetry that
is mentioned in the eulogy and naturally includes satire, we can accept
the theatrical nature of satire, but here, for the sake of discussion and
to further clarify the issue, it is added that the body of reciting in
comedy/satire, both in the West and in the East, sometimes had more
specific theatrical features. In the West, comedic masks were
ridiculous and unusual, and had exaggerated features, such as staring
and repulsive eyes, wide noses, and open mouths that were stretched
out to both sides in a sneer, and in this way, human faces were
distorted and deformed for greater comic effect (Kamali, 2022, p. 27-
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28). In the East, poets sometimes exaggerated in the distortion of form
and appearance, in the disfigurement of the face, and even in the
ugliness of their appearance; Hassan ibn Thabit “dipped his moustache
and the hair between his lips and chin with henna without dyeing the
rest of his beard, so that at first glance it looked like a lion licking
blood with both sides of his tongue” (Al-Rafi’i, 2000, vol. 3, p. 25).
Or the poet would make special movements while reciting satire, like
Bashsha r ibn Burd Tokharistani who “when he got angry and wanted
to recite satire, he would clap his hands together and spit to his left
and right” (Al-Rafi’i, 2000, Vol. 3, p. 70). In addition to all that has
been said, what makes the performative aspect of satire more plausible
is a recurring performative pattern in the recitation of satire, which
was executed with attention to scenic details and actions to enhance
the impact of the words. We can understand this from an ancient and
very famous narration that is mentioned in various sources with
examples: A pre-Islamic poet when he wanted to satire his enemies
and his tribe;

-He would retreat for days and nights (or at least for hours) like
someone who wants to perform the rituals of worship.

-The act of composing satire concludes in that space filled with
prayer and supplication, with the hope that the curses raining down
upon the enemies will be accompanied by the approval of God (or the
gods).

-He would choose a mocking mask to increase the function and
effectiveness of the satire.

-He shaved his head (like the pilgrims).

-He left two braids of hair in front of his head unshaven and hung
them down.

-He greased one half or one side of his head with oil.

-He wore a special robe and clothing (like the pilgrims’ Thram
robe) or the special clothing of priests.
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-He wore a pair of sandals (heel shoes).

-He loosened the belt and hung it as if it were falling.

-He stood in front of the audience

-In a special place.

-And accompanied by special behavior and movements.

- He recited or performed satire (Al-Sharif al-Murtaza, 1954, Part
One, p. 189-192; Ali 1993, Vol. 9. P. 85-87; Al-Rafi’i, 2000, Vol. 3,
p. 23; Muhammad Hossein, 1947, p. 59; Al-Alusi, (n.d), Vol. 3, p.
407; Nicholson, 1907, p. 73; Nicholson, 1970, p. 128; Zaif, 2005, Vol.
1. P. 197; Zaif, 1972, p. 98; Zaif, 1997, p. 115-116). Most sources
have only quoted the pattern itself, but Shawqi Zaif has also added
some interpretations to it (Zaif, 2005, Vol. 1, p. 197). The
aforementioned pattern can be considered close to a type of drama or
play called “Closet drama”; “drama suited primarily for reading rather
than production” (Merriam-Webster, 2025): a play that is primarily
suited for reading or recitation rather than production or construction.

Conclusion

There is a secret in translating comedy into al-Hija, the trace of which
must be sought in Abu Bishr Matta’s translation method, a method
that can be considered a combined method in translation or a
combined translation. In this method, Matta, as a translator who thinks
both about preserving the dramatic nature of comedy in the source text
and about preserving the dramatic nature of the tradition of satire in
the target language and literature, tries to link the dramatic nature of
satire with the dramatic nature of comedy and create a correct
translation in which the colors of both the source and the target
language are simultaneously evident. Satire in the tradition has had the
motifs of drama and performance, and Abu Bishr Matta could not fail
to see these dramatic motifs, however small, in translating Aristotelian
comedy into al-Hija, that is, he could not fail to see the background of
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the word and the literary type of al-Hija in the target language and
literature, and especially the tradition of poetic satire and its dramatic
motifs. He could not fail to see the background of Aristotle’s text and
work, and for example, he could not fail to pay attention to the central
drama and central tragedy of Aristotle’s Poetics, or even to the
connection between comedy and satire in Greek Poetics. He saw both
of these and tried, by keeping both in mind, not to de-dramatize
Aristotle’s Poetics, but to use and perpetuate the sign of drama in
some of the target literary genres in his translation; thus, in his
threshold translation, Matthew was able to create hybrid texts and
words that reflect both worlds or both textual networks of origin and
destination.
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Epic poetry and Tragedy, as also Comedy, Dithyrambic poetry, and most
flute - playing and lyre - playing, are all, viewed as a whole, modes of
imitation (Aristotle, 1995: 4965).
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As for Comedy, it is (as has been observed) an imitation of men
worse than the average; worse, however, not as regards any and
every sort of fault, but only as regards one particular kind, the
ridiculous, which is a species of the ugly. The ridiculous may be
defined as a mistake or deformity not productive of pain or
harm to others; the mask, for instance, that excites laughter, is
something ugly and distorted without causing pain (Aristotle,
1995: 4972).
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