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Lecture 3: The Birth of the Author 
 
1) Plato on Inspiration 
2) Inspiration vs. Imitation 

 

--- 
 
1) Plato on Inspiration 
 

Plato (427-347 B.C.) 
• Greek poetry before Plato abounds with allusions to the idea of poetic 

inspiration, frequently combining it with notions of poetic inventiveness and the 
idea of poetry as a craft 

• poets = sophoi (‘wise men’) and skilled craftsmen 
• poetic inspiration is the major theme in Ion (380 B.C.) 

 

Ion 
[…] 
Soc. I often envy the profession of a rhapsode, Ion; for you have always to wear fine 
clothes, and to look as beautiful as you can is a part of your art. Then, again, you are 
obliged to be continually in the company of many good poets; and especially of 
Homer, who is the best and most divine of them; and to understand him, and not 
merely learn his words by rote, is a thing greatly to be envied. And no man can be a 
rhapsode who does not understand the meaning of the poet. For the rhapsode ought 
to interpret the mind of the poet to his hearers, but how can he interpret him well 
unless he knows what he means? All this is greatly to be envied.  
Ion. Very true, Socrates; interpretation has certainly been the most laborious part of 
my art;  
[…] 
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Soc. I perceive, Ion; and I will proceed to explain to you what I imagine to be the 
reason of this. The gift which you possess of speaking excellently about Homer is not 
an art, but, as I was just saying, an inspiration; there is a divinity moving you, like that 
contained in the stone which Euripides calls a magnet, but which is commonly known 
as the stone of Heraclea. This stone not only attracts iron rings, but also imparts to 
them a similar power of attracting other rings; and sometimes you may see a number 
of pieces of iron and rings suspended from one another so as to form quite a long 
chain: and all of them derive their power of suspension from the original stone. In like 
manner the Muse first of all inspires men herself; and from these inspired persons a 
chain of other persons is suspended, who take the inspiration. For all good poets, 
epic as well as lyric, compose their beautiful poems not by art, but because they are 
inspired and possessed. And as the Corybantian revellers when they dance are not 
in their right mind, so the lyric poets are not in their right mind when they are 
composing their beautiful strains: but when falling under the power of music and 
metre they are inspired and possessed; like Bacchic maidens who draw milk and 
honey from the rivers when they are under the influence of Dionysus but not when 
they are in their right mind. And the soul of the lyric poet does the same, as they 
themselves say; for they tell us that they bring songs from honeyed fountains, culling 
them out of the gardens and dells of the Muses; they, like the bees, winging their way 
from flower to flower. And this is true. For the poet is a light and winged and holy 
thing, and there is no invention in him until he has been inspired and is out of his 
senses, and the mind is no longer in him: when he has not attained to this state, he is 
powerless and is unable to utter his oracles.  

Many are the noble words in which poets speak concerning the actions of 
men; but like yourself when speaking about Homer, they do not speak of them by any 
rules of art: they are simply inspired to utter that to which the Muse impels them, and 
that only; and when inspired, one of them will make dithyrambs, another hymns of 
praise, another choral strains, another epic or iambic verses- and he who is good at 
one is not good any other kind of verse: for not by art does the poet sing, but by 
power divine. Had he learned by rules of art, he would have known how to speak not 
of one theme only, but of all; and therefore God takes away the minds of poets, and 
uses them as his ministers, as he also uses diviners and holy prophets, in order that 
we who hear them may know them to be speaking not of themselves who utter these 
priceless words in a state of unconsciousness, but that God himself is the speaker, 
and that through them he is conversing with us. And Tynnichus the Chalcidian 
affords a striking instance of what I am saying: he wrote nothing that any one would 
care to remember but the famous paean which; in every one's mouth, one of the 
finest poems ever written, simply an invention of the Muses, as he himself says. For 
in this way, the God would seem to indicate to us and not allow us to doubt that these 
beautiful poems are not human, or the work of man, but divine and the work of God; 
and that the poets are only the interpreters of the Gods by whom they are severally 
possessed. Was not this the lesson which the God intended to teach when by the 
mouth of the worst of poets he sang the best of songs?  
Am I not right, Ion? 
Ion. Yes, indeed, Socrates, I feel that you are; for your words touch my soul, and I am 
persuaded that good poets by a divine inspiration interpret the things of the Gods to 
us.  
Soc. And you rhapsodists are the interpreters of the poets?  
Ion. There again you are right.  
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Soc. Then you are the interpreters of interpreters?  
Ion. Precisely.   
[…] 
Soc. Do you know that the spectator is the last of the rings which, as I am saying, 
receive the power of the original magnet from one another? The rhapsode like 
yourself and the actor are intermediate links, and the poet himself is the first of them. 
Through all these the God sways the souls of men in any direction which he pleases, 
and makes one man hang down from another. Thus there is a vast chain of dancers 
and masters and undermasters of choruses, who are suspended, as if from the 
stone, at the side of the rings which hang down from the Muse. And every poet has 
some Muse from whom he is suspended, and by whom he is said to be possessed, 
which is nearly the same thing; for he is taken hold of. And from these first rings, 
which are the poets, depend others, some deriving their inspiration from Orpheus, 
others from Musaeus; but the greater number are possessed and held by Homer. Of 
whom, Ion, you are one, and are possessed by Homer; and when any one repeats 
the words of another poet you go to sleep, and know not what to say; but when any 
one recites a strain of Homer you wake up in a moment, and your soul leaps within 
you, and you have plenty to say; for not by art or knowledge about Homer do you say 
what you say, but by divine inspiration and by possession; just as the Corybantian 
revellers too have a quick perception of that strain only which is appropriated to the 
God by whom they are possessed, and have plenty of dances and words for that, but 
take no heed of any other. And you, Ion, when the name of Homer is mentioned have 
plenty to say, and have nothing to say of others. You ask, "Why is this?" The answer 
is that you praise Homer not by art but by divine inspiration.  
[…] 
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2) Inspiration vs. Imitation 
 
The oldest conceptions of authorship view literature as either an imitative or an 
inspirational discourse. The inspirational tradition can be retraced as far back as the 
practices of the South American shamans whose psychic voyages mediated between 
the spiritual and material worlds. In a similar vein, Hellenic culture saw the origins of 
poetry in the Muse to whom the poet was merely a messenger, avatar or 
mouthpiece. The inspirational source of literature has maintained a strong hold upon 
thought partly because it accords with the stated experience of writers themselves 
who have felt moved by a remote or otherworldly power to compose discourses of 
which they had no prior conception. […] 

The imitative model generally sees the artist as a copyist of reality but can also 
refer to the author’s place within a literary tradition. Imitation in classical thought was 
broadly conceived according to these two basic modalities. Plato and Aristotle 
advanced theories of mimesis: the former negatively in terms of the artist copying the 
natural world which was itself a copy of the higher realm of Ideas; the latter positively 
as a representation of significant action. In either case, the mimetic principle accords 
very little significance to authorial inventiveness. On this view, the author renders 
reality objectively as an entirely receptive subject through whom impersonal truth is 
registered. […] 

The second way in which imitation was registered related to pre-established 
systems, rules or conventions of the kind which Aristotle’s Poetics laid down for poets 
and tragedians. Within a technical description of the literary work, the author 
becomes an adept within the tradition rather than the elect of an inspirational calling.
     

(Burke 1995, 6-7) 
 

 
Aristotle (384-322 B.C.), Poetics 
 
I. 'Imitation' the common principle of the Arts of Poetry 
 
I propose to treat of Poetry in itself and of its various kinds, noting the essential 
quality of each; to inquire into the structure of the plot as requisite to a good poem; 
into the number and nature of the parts of which a poem is composed; and similarly 
into whatever else falls within the same inquiry. Following, then, the order of nature, 
let us begin with the principles which come first. Epic poetry and Tragedy, Comedy 
also and Dithyrambic: poetry, and the music of the flute and of the lyre in most of 
their forms, are all in their general conception modes of imitation. They differ, 
however, from one: another in three respects,--the medium, the objects, the manner 
or mode of imitation, being in each case distinct. 
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For as there are persons who, by conscious art or mere habit, imitate and 
represent various objects through the medium of colour and form, or again by the 
voice; so in the arts above mentioned, taken as a whole, the imitation is produced by 
rhythm, language, or 'harmony,' either singly or combined. Thus in the music of the 
flute and of the lyre, 'harmony' and rhythm alone are employed; also in other arts, 
such as that of the shepherd's pipe, which are essentially similar to these. In dancing, 
rhythm alone is used without 'harmony'; for even dancing imitates character, emotion, 
and action, by rhythmical movement. 

There is another art which imitates by means of language alone, and that 
either in prose or verse--which, verse, again, may either combine different metres or 
consist of but one kind--but this has hitherto been without a name. For there is no 
common term we could apply to the mimes of Sophron and Xenarchus and the 
Socratic dialogues on the one hand; and, on the other, to poetic imitations in iambic, 
elegiac, or any similar metre. People do, indeed, add the word 'maker' or 'poet' to the 
name of the metre, and speak of elegiac poets, or epic (that is, hexameter) poets, as 
if it were not the imitation that makes the poet, but the verse that entitles them all 
indiscriminately to the name. Even when a treatise on medicine or natural science is 
brought out in verse, the name of poet is by custom given to the author; and yet 
Homer and Empedocles have nothing in common but the metre, so that it would be 
right to call the one poet, the other physicist rather than poet. On the same principle, 
even if a writer in his poetic imitation were to combine all metres, as Chaeremon did 
in his Centaur, which is a medley composed of metres of all kinds, we should bring 
him too under the general term poet. So much then for these distinctions. 

There are, again, some arts which employ all the means above mentioned, 
namely, rhythm, tune, and metre. Such are Dithyrambic and Nomic poetry, and also 
Tragedy and Comedy; but between them the difference is, that in the first two cases 
these means are all employed in combination, in the latter, now one means is 
employed, now another. 

Such, then, are the differences of the arts with respect to the medium of 
imitation. 
 
II. The Objects of Imitation 
 
Since the objects of imitation are men in action, and these men must be either of a 
higher or a lower type (for moral character mainly answers to these divisions, 
goodness and badness being the distinguishing marks of moral differences), it 
follows that we must represent men either as better than in real life, or as worse, or 
as they are. It is the same in painting. Polygnotus depicted men as nobler than they 
are, Pauson as less noble, Dionysius drew them true to life. 

Now it is evident that each of the modes of imitation above mentioned will 
exhibit these differences, and become a distinct kind in imitating objects that are thus 
distinct. Such diversities may be found even in dancing,: flute-playing, and lyre-
playing. So again in language, whether prose or verse unaccompanied by music. 
Homer, for example, makes men better than they are; Cleophon as they are; 
Hegemon the Thasian, the inventor of parodies, and Nicochares, the author of the 
Deiliad, worse than they are. The same thing holds good of Dithyrambs and Nomes; 
here too one may portray different types, as Timotheus and Philoxenus differed in 
representing their Cyclopes. The same distinction marks off Tragedy from Comedy; 
for Comedy aims at representing men as worse, Tragedy as better than in actual life. 
 



A BRIEF HISTORY OF AUTHORSHIP  PROF. DR. C. REINFANDT 
WS 12/13   UNIVERSITÄT TÜBINGEN 
                                                                                                

  

WS 12/13   UNIVERSITÄT TÜBINGEN 
                                                                                                

  

___________________________________________________________________________ 
 
LECTURE  3                                                                                                                                                                                                                                      PAGE  6  

III. The Manner of Imitation 
 
There is still a third difference--the manner in which each of these objects may be 
imitated. For the medium being the same, and the objects the same, the poet may 
imitate by narration--in which case he can either take another personality as Homer 
does, or speak in his own person, unchanged--or he may present all his characters 
as living and moving before us. 

These, then, as we said at the beginning, are the three differences which 
distinguish artistic imitation,--the medium, the objects, and the manner. So that from 
one point of view, Sophocles is an imitator of the same kind as Homer--for both 
imitate higher types of character; from another point of view, of the same kind as 
Aristophanes--for both imitate persons acting and doing. Hence, some say, the name 
of 'drama' is given to such poems, as representing action. For the same reason the 
Dorians claim the invention both of Tragedy and Comedy. The claim to Comedy is 
put forward by the Megarians,--not only by those of Greece proper, who allege that it 
originated under their democracy, but also by the Megarians of Sicily, for the poet 
Epicharmus, who is much earlier than Chionides and Magnes, belonged to that 
country. Tragedy too is claimed by certain Dorians of the Peloponnese.  

In each case they appeal to the evidence of language. The outlying villages, 
they say, are by them called κωµαι, by the Athenians δηµι: and they assume that 
Comedians were so named not from κωµἀζειν, 'to revel,' but because they wandered 
from village to village κατα κωµασ, being excluded contemptuously from the city. 
They add also that the Dorian word for 'doing' is δραν, and the Athenian, πραττειν. 
This may suffice as to the number and nature of the various modes of imitation. 
 
IV. The Origin and Development of Poetry 
 
Poetry in general seems to have sprung from two causes, each of them lying deep in 
our nature. First, the instinct of imitation is implanted in man from childhood, one 
difference between him and other animals being that he is the most imitative of living 
creatures, and through imitation learns his earliest lessons; and no less universal is 
the pleasure felt in things imitated. We have evidence of this in the facts of 
experience. Objects which in themselves we view with pain, we delight to 
contemplate when reproduced with minute fidelity: such as the forms of the most 
ignoble animals and of dead bodies. The cause of this again is, that to learn gives the 
liveliest pleasure, not only to philosophers but to men in general; whose capacity, 
however, of learning is more limited.  

Thus the reason why men enjoy seeing a likeness is, that in contemplating it 
they find themselves learning or inferring, and saying perhaps, 'Ah, that is he.' For if 
you happen not to have seen the original, the pleasure will be due not to the imitation 
as such, but to the execution, the colouring, or some such other cause. 

Imitation, then, is one instinct of our nature. Next, there is the instinct for 
'harmony' and rhythm, metres being manifestly sections of rhythm. Persons, 
therefore, starting with this natural gift developed by degrees their special aptitudes, 
till their rude improvisations gave birth to Poetry. 
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Poetry now diverged in two directions, according to the individual character of 
the writers. The graver spirits imitated noble actions, and the actions of good men. 
The more trivial sort imitated the actions of meaner persons, at first composing 
satires, as the former did hymns to the gods and the praises of famous men. A poem 
of the satirical kind cannot indeed be put down to any author earlier than Homer; 
though many such writers probably there were. But from Homer onward, instances 
can be cited,--his own Margites, for example, and other similar compositions. The 
appropriate metre was also here introduced; hence the measure is still called the 
iambic or lampooning measure, being that in which people lampooned one another. 
Thus the older poets were distinguished as writers of heroic or of lampooning verse. 

As, in the serious style, Homer is pre-eminent among poets, for he alone 
combined dramatic form with excellence of imitation, so he too first laid down the 
main lines of Comedy, by dramatising the ludicrous instead of writing personal satire. 
His Margites bears the same relation to Comedy that the Iliad and Odyssey do to 
Tragedy. But when Tragedy and Comedy came to light, the two classes of poets still 
followed their natural bent: the lampooners became writers of Comedy, and the Epic 
poets were succeeded by Tragedians, since the drama was a larger and higher form 
of art. 

Whether Tragedy has as yet perfected its proper types or not; and whether it is 
to be judged in itself, or in relation also to the audience,--this raises another question. 
Be that as it may, Tragedy --as also Comedy--was at first mere improvisation. The 
one originated with the authors of the Dithyramb, the other with those of the phallic 
songs, which are still in use in many of our cities. Tragedy advanced by slow 
degrees; each new element that showed itself was in turn developed. Having passed 
through many changes, it found its natural form, and there it stopped. 

Aeschylus first introduced a second actor; he diminished the importance of the 
Chorus, and assigned the leading part to the dialogue. Sophocles raised the number 
of actors to three, and added scene-painting. Moreover, it was not till late that the 
short plot was discarded for one of greater compass, and the grotesque diction of the 
earlier satyric form for the stately manner of Tragedy. The iambic measure then 
replaced the trochaic tetrameter, which was originally employed when the poetry was 
of the Satyric order, and had greater affinities with dancing. Once dialogue had come 
in, Nature herself discovered the appropriate measure. For the iambic is, of all 
measures, the most colloquial: we see it in the fact that conversational speech runs 
into iambic lines more frequently than into any other kind of verse; rarely into 
hexameters, and only when we drop the colloquial intonation. The additions to the 
number of 'episodes' or acts, and the other accessories of which tradition; tells, must 
be taken as already described; for to discuss them in detail would, doubtless, be a 
large undertaking. 
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   Inspiration  vs.  Imitation 
         poeta vates                 poeta faber 

   poeta doctus 
     [authority resides in]  
   transcendence   immanence 
     (God)                (rules/models) 

   (reality/nature) 
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