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Introduction: context 
1. The larger question: the transition from poetry to 
prose 
2. Gorgias’ definition of poetry and its difficulties 
3. Aristotle: meter as non-essential difference 
4. Isocrates: meter for poetry alone, rhythm for 
prose also 
Conclusion: Strabo’s account of the transition from 
Poetry to Prose  

 
 
 

Quotations 
 

[1] (8) But if it was speech (λόγος) which 
persuaded her and deceived (ἀπατήσας) her 
heart, not even to this is it difficult to make an 
answer and to banish blame as follows. Speech 
is a powerful lord (δυνάστης μέγας), which by 
means of the finest and most invisible body 
(σώματι) effects the divinest works: it can stop 
fear and banish grief (φόβον παῦσαι καὶ λύπην 
ἀφελεῖν) and create joy and nurture pity (ἔλεον 
ἐπαυξῆσαι). I shall show (δείξω) how this is the 
case, since (9) it is necessary to offer proof to 
the opinion (δόξηι) of my hearers (τοῖς 
ἀκούουσι): I both deem and define all poetry as 
speech with meter (τὴν ποίησιν ἅπασαν καὶ 
νομίζω καὶ ὀνομάζω λόγον ἔχοντα μέτρον). 
Fearful shuddering (φρίκη περίφοβος) and 
tearful pity (ἔλεος πολύδακρυς) and grievous 
longing (πόθος φιλοπενθής) come upon its 
hearers, and at the actions and physical 
sufferings of others (ἀλλοτρίων) in good 
fortunes and in evil fortunes, through the 
agency of words (διὰ τῶν λόγων), the soul is 
wont to experience a suffering of its own. (10) 
Sacred incantations (ἐπωιδαὶ) sung with words 
are bearers of pleasure (ἡδονῆς) and banishers 
of pain, for, merging with opinion in the soul, 
the power (δύναμις) of the incantation is wont 
to beguile (ἔθελξε) it and persuade it and alter it 
by witchcraft (γοητείαι) (Gorgias, Encomium 
of Helen § 8-10; trans. Sprague) 

 
[2] “Well then, if one stripped away from the 
whole composition (τῆς ποιήσεως πάσης) both 
melody (μέλος), rhythm (ῥυθμὸν), and meter 
(μέτρον, does it turn out that what’s left is only 
speeches (λόγοι)? (Plato, Gorgias 502c5-7; 
trans. Zeyl; cf. Republic X, 60167-b4).  
 

[3] Nevertheless, although poetry has 
advantages so great (πλεονεκτούσης τῆς 
ποιήσεως), we must not shrink from the task, 
but must make the effort and see if it will be 
possible in prose to eulogize good men in no 
worse fashion (μηδὲν χεῖρον) than their 
encomiasts do who employ song and verse (τῶν 
ἐν ταῖς ᾠδαῖς καὶ τοῖς μέτροις ἐγκωμιαζόντων 
(Isocrates, Evagoras 11; trans. Norlin). 
 
[4] But is not language a generality (ὁ λόγος 
ἐστὶ γενικός), of which poetry and prose are 
forms (οὗ εἴδη ὁ ἔμμετρος καὶ ὁ πεζός)? Yes, 
language is; but are not the rhetorical, the 
eloquent, and the florid styles also? I answer, 
that flowery prose (ὁ πεζὸς λόγος, ὅ γε 
κατεσκευασμένος) is nothing but an imitation 
of poetry (μίμημα τοῦ ποιητικοῦ). Ornate 
poetry (ἡ ποιητικὴ) was the first (πρώτιστα) to 
make its appearance in our midst (εἰς τὸ μέσον), 
and was well regarded (εὐδοκίμησεν). 
Afterwards (εἶτα) it was closely imitated by 
writers in the time of Cadmus, Pherecydes, and 
Hecatæus. The metre (μέτρον) was the only 
thing dispensed with (λύσαντες), every other 
poetic grace being carefully preserved. As time 
advanced (ὕστερον), one after another of its 
beauties was discarded, till (εἰς τὸ νῦν) at last it 
came down from its glory into our common 
prose. […] And when [we find] the ancient 
writers making use of the expression “to sing,” 
to designate eloquence of style, this in itself is 
an evidence that poetry is the source and origin 
(πηγὴ καὶ ἀρχὴ) of all ornamented and 
rhetorical language (φράσεως 
κατεσκευασμένης καὶ ῥητορικῆς ὑπῆρξεν ἡ 
ποιητική). Poetry in ancient days was on every 
occasion accompanied by melody. The song or 
ode was but a modulated speech (λόγος 
μεμελισμένος), from whence the words 
rhapsody, tragedy, comedy, are derived; and 
since originally eloquence was the term made 
use of for the poetical effusions which were 
always of the nature of a song, it soon happened 
[that in speaking of poetry] some said, to sing, 
others, to be eloquent (τὸ ἀείδειν αὐτοῖς τὸ 
αὐτὸ τῷ φράζειν); and as the one term was 
early misapplied to prose compositions, the 
other also was soon applied in the same way. 
Lastly, the very term prose (τὸ πεζὸν), which is 
applied to language not clothed in metre 
(λεχθῆναι τὸν ἄνευ τοῦ μέτρου λόγον), seems to 
indicate, as it were, its descent from an 
elevation or chariot to the ground (τὸν ἀπὸ 
ὕψους τινὸς καταβάντα καὶ ὀχήματος εἰς 
τοὔδαφος) (Strabo, Geography I, 2, 6; trans. 
Hamilton, Falconer mod.). 

 


