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380 BC
| ON
by Plato
transl ated by Benjanin Jowett
| ON
PERSONS OF THE DI ALOGUE: SOCRATES; | ON

Socrates. Wl cone, lon. Are you fromyour native city of Ephesus?

lon. No, Socrates; but from Epi daurus, where | attended the festiva
of Ascl epi us.

Soc. And do the Epidaurians have contests of rhapsodes at the
festival ?

lon. Oyes; and of all sorts of nusical perforners.

Soc. And were you one of the conpetitors- and did you succeed?

lon. | obtained the first prize of all, Socrates.

Soc. Well done; and | hope that you will do the sanme for us at the
Panat henaea.

lon. And | will, please heaven

Soc. | often envy the profession of a rhapsode, lon; for you have
always to wear fine clothes, and to | ook as beautiful as you can is
a part of your art. Then, again, you are obliged to be continually
in the conpany of nmany good poets; and especially of Homer, who is the
best and nost divine of them and to understand him and not nerely
learn his words by rote, is a thing greatly to be envied. And no nan
can be a rhapsode who does not understand the neaning of the poet. For
t he rhapsode ought to interpret the nmind of the poet to his hearers,
but how can he interpret himwell unless he knows what he nmeans? Al
this is greatly to be envied.

lon. Very true, Socrates; interpretation has certainly been the nost
| aborious part of my art; and | believe nyself able to speak about
Homer better than any man; and that neither Metrodorus of Lanpsacus,
nor Stesinbrotus of Thasos, nor d aucon, nor any one el se who ever
was, had as good ideas about Honmer as | have, or as nany.

Soc. | amglad to hear you say so, lon; | see that you will not
refuse to acquaint me with them

lon. Certainly, Socrates; and you really ought to hear how

exquisitely | render Honmer. | think that the Honeridae shoul d give
me a gol den crown.
Soc. | shall take an opportunity of hearing your enbellishnments of

himat some other tine. But just now | should like to ask you a
guestion: Does your art extend to Hesiod and Archilochus, or to
Homer only?

lon. To Homer only; he is in himself quite enough

Soc. Are there any things about which Homer and Hesi od agree?

lon. Yes; in ny opinion there are a good many.

Soc. And can you interpret better what Honer says, or what Hesiod
says, about these matters in which they agree?

lon. | can interpret themequally well, Socrates, where they agree.

Soc. But what about matters in which they do not agree?- for
exanpl e, about divination, of which both Honer and Hesi od have
sonet hing to say-

lon. Very true:

Soc. Wuld you or a good prophet be a better interpreter of what
these two poets say about divination, not only when they agree, but
when they di sagree?

lon. A prophet.

Soc. And if you were a prophet, would you be able to interpret
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t hem when they di sagree as well as when they agree?

lon. Clearly.

Soc. But how did you cone to have this skill about Homer only, and
not about Hesiod or the other poets? Does not Homer speak of the
sanme thenmes which all other poets handle? |Is not war his great
argunent ? and does he not speak of human society and of intercourse of
nmen, good and bad, skilled and unskilled, and of the gods conversing
with one another and wi th manki nd, and about what happens in heaven
and in the world below, and the generations of gods and heroes? Are
not these the themes of which Honer sings?

lon. Very true, Socrates

Soc. And do not the other poets sing of the sanme?

lon. Yes, Socrates; but not in the sanme way as Honer

Soc. What, in a worse way?

lon. Yes, in a far worse

Soc. And Honmer in a better way?

lon. He is inconparably better

Soc. And yet surely, nmy dear friend lon, in a discussion about
arithmetic, where many peopl e are speaki ng, and one speaks better than
the rest, there is sonebody who can judge which of themis the good
speaker ?

lon. Yes.

Soc. And he who judges of the good will be the same as he who judges
of the bad speakers?

I on. The sane.

Soc. And he will be the arithnetician?

lon. Yes.

Soc. Well, and in discussions about the whol esoneness of food,
when many persons are speaking, and one speaks better than the rest,
wi |l he who recogni zes the better speaker be a different person from
hi m who recogni zes the worse, or the sane?

lon. Cearly the sane.

Soc. And who is he, and what is his nane?

I on. The physi ci an.

Soc. And speaking generally, in all discussions in which the subject
is the same and many nen are speaking, will not he who knows the
good know the bad speaker al so? For if he does not know the bad,
neither will he know the good when the sane topic is being discussed.

lon. True.
Soc. |Is not the same person skilful in both?
lon. Yes.

Soc. And you say that Homer and the other poets, such as Hesiod
and Archil ochus, speak of the same things, although not in the same
way; but the one speaks well and the other not so well?

lon. Yes; and | amright in saying so.

Soc. And if you knew the good speaker, you would al so know t he
inferior speakers to be inferior?

lon. That is true.

Soc. Then, ny dear friend, can | be mistaken in saying that lon is
equal ly skilled in Hormer and in other poets, since he hinself
acknow edges that the same person will be a good judge of all those
who speak of the same things; and that alnost all poets do speak of
t he sanme things?

lon. Way then, Socrates, do | lose attention and go to sleep and
have absolutely no ideas of the |east value, when any one speaks of
any ot her poet; but when Honer is nentioned, | wake up at once and

amall attention and have plenty to say?

Soc. The reason, ny friend, is obvious. No one can fail to see
that you speak of Homer without any art or know edge. If you were able
to speak of himby rules of art, you would have been able to speak



of all other poets; for poetry is a whole.

lon. Yes.

Soc. And when any one acquires any other art as a whole, the sane
may be said of them Wuld you like nme to explain nmy nmeaning, |on?

lon. Yes, indeed, Socrates; | very nmuch wish that you would: for
| ove to hear you wise nen talk.

Soc. Othat we were wise, lon, and that you could truly call us
so; but you rhapsodes and actors, and the poets whose verses you sing,
are wi se; whereas | ama conmon man, who only speak the truth. For
consi der what a very commonpl ace and trivial thing is this which |
have said- a thing which any man might say: that when a nan has
acquired a know edge of a whole art, the enquiry into good and bad
is one and the same. Let us consider this matter; is not the art of
pai nti ng a whol e?

lon. Yes.
Soc. And there are and have been nany painters good and bad?
lon. Yes.

Soc. And did you ever know any one who was skilful in pointing out
t he excell ences and defects of Pol ygnotus the son of Aglaophon, but
i ncapabl e of criticizing other painters; and when the work of any
ot her painter was produced, went to sleep and was at a | oss, and had
no i deas; but when he had to give his opinion about Pol ygnotus, or
whoever the painter nmight be, and about himonly, woke up and was
attentive and had plenty to say?

lon. No indeed, | have never known such a person

Soc. O did you ever know of any one in scul pture, who was skil ful
in expounding the nmerits of Daedalus the son of Metion, or of Epeius
the son of Panopeus, or of Theodorus the Sanian, or of any
i ndi vi dual scul ptor; but when the works of sculptors in general were
produced, was at a |loss and went to sleep and had nothing to say?

lon. No indeed; no nore than the other

Soc. And if | amnot mistaken, you never met with any one anong
flute-players or harp- players or singers to the harp or rhapsodes who
was able to discourse of Aynmpus or Thanyras or O pheus, or Phenius
the rhapsode of Ithaca, but was at a | oss when he canme to speak of lon
of Ephesus, and had no notion of his nerits or defects?

lon. | cannot deny what you say, Socrates. Nevertheless | am
conscious in nmy own self, and the world agrees with nme in thinking
that | do speak better and have nore to say about Honmer than any ot her
man. But | do not speak equally well about others- tell nme the
reason of this.

Soc. | perceive, lon; and | will proceed to explain to you what
i magi ne to be the reason of this. The gift which you possess of
speaki ng excellently about Homer is not an art, but, as | was just
saying, an inspiration; there is a divinity noving 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 inmparts to thema similar power of
attracting other rings; and sonetinmes you may see a nunber of pieces
of iron and rings suspended from one another so as to formquite a
long chain: and all of themderive their power of suspension from
the original stone. In |like manner the Muse first of all inspires
men hersel f; and fromthese inspired persons a chain of other
persons is suspended, who take the inspiration. For all good poets,
epic as well as lyric, conpose their beautiful poems not by art, but
because they are inspired and possessed. And as the Corybantian
revel l ers when they dance are not in their right nmind, so the lyric
poets are not in their right mnd when they are conposing their
beautiful strains: but when falling under the power of nusic and netre
they are inspired and possessed; |ike Bacchic maidens who draw m |k



and honey fromthe rivers when they are under the influence of

Di onysus but not when they are in their right nmind. And the soul of
the lyric poet does the same, as they thenselves say; for they tell us
that they bring songs from honeyed fountains, culling them out of

the gardens and dells of the Miuses; they, like the bees, winging their
way fromflower to flower. And this is true. For the poet is a |ight
and wi nged and holy thing, and there is no invention in himuntil he
has been inspired and is out of his senses, and the nind is no

I onger 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 |ike yourself when speaking about Honer, they do not speak
of themby any rules of art: they are sinply inspired to utter that to
whi ch the Muse inpels them and that only; and when inspired, one of
themwi Il make dithyranbs, another hymms of praise, another chora
strains, another epic or ianbic 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 | earned by rules of art, he would have
known how to speak not of one thene only, but of all; and therefore
God takes away the mnds of poets, and uses themas his mnisters,
as he al so uses diviners and holy prophets, in order that we who
hear them nay know themto be speaki ng not of thenselves who utter
these priceless words in a state of unconsciousness, but that God
himself is the speaker, and that through themhe is conversing with
us. And Tynni chus the Chalcidian affords a striking instance of what |
am sayi ng: he wote nothing that any one would care to renmenber but
t he fanobus paean which; in every one's mouth, one of the finest
poens ever witten, sinply an invention of the Miuses, as he hinself
says. For in this way, the God would seemto indicate to us and not
all ow us to doubt that these beautiful poens are not human, or the
wor k of nman, but divine and the work of God; and that the poets are
only the interpreters of the Gods by whomthey are severally
possessed. Was not this the | esson which the God intended to teach
when by the nmouth of the worst of poets he sang the best of songs?
Am 1 not right, lon?

lon. Yes, indeed, Socrates, | feel that you are; for your words
touch ny soul, and | 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?

lon. There again you are right.

Soc. Then you are the interpreters of interpreters?

lon. Precisely.

Soc. | wish you would frankly tell me, lon, what | am going to ask
of you: Wien you produce the greatest effect upon the audience in
the recitation of some striking passage, such as the apparition of
Qdysseus | eaping forth on the floor, recognized by the suitors and
casting his arrows at his feet, or the description of Achilles rushing
at Hector, or the sorrows of Andronache, Hecuba, or Priam- are you in
your right m nd? Are you not carried out of yourself, and does not
your soul in an ecstasy seemto be anong the persons or places of
whi ch you are speaking, whether they are in Ithaca or in Troy or
what ever may be the scene of the poenf

lon. That proof strikes home to ne, Socrates. For | nust frankly
confess that at the tale of pity, nmy eyes are filled with tears, and
when | speak of horrors, ny hair stands on end and ny heart throbs.

Soc. Well, lon, and what are we to say of a man who at a sacrifice
or festival, when he is dressed in holiday attire and has gol den
crowns upon his head, of which nobody has robbed him appears sweeping
or panic-stricken in the presence of nore than twenty thousand
friendly faces, when there is no one despoiling or wonging him- is



he in his right mind or is he not?

lon. No indeed, Socrates, | nmust say that, strictly speaking, he
is not in his right nind

Soc. And are you aware that you produce sinmilar effects on nost
spectators?

lon. Only too well; for | |ook down upon themfromthe stage, and
behol d the various enotions of pity, wonder, sternness, stanped upon
their countenances when | am speaking: and | amobliged to give ny
very best attention to them for if |I make themcry | nyself shal
laugh, and if | make themlaugh | nyself shall cry when the tinme of
paynment arrives.

Soc. Do you know that the spectator is the last of the rings
whi ch, as | am saying, receive the power of the original nmagnet from
one anot her? The rhapsode |ike yourself and the actor are internediate
links, and the poet hinmself is the first of them Through all these
the God sways the souls of nen in any direction which he pl eases,
and nakes 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 fromthe stone, at the side of the rings which hang
down fromthe Mise. And every poet has sone Muse from whom he is
suspended, and by whomhe is said to be possessed, which is nearly the
sane thing; for he is taken hold of. And fromthese first rings, which
are the poets, depend others, some deriving their inspiration from
O pheus, others from Misaeus; but the greater nunber are possessed and
held by Honer. OF whom 1lon, you are one, and are possessed by
Homer; and when any one repeats the words of another poet you go to
sl eep, and know not what to say; but when any one recites a strain
of Homer you wake up in a nonent, and your soul |eaps wthin you
and you have plenty to say; for not by art or know edge 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 whomthey are
possessed, and have plenty of dances and words for that, but take no
heed of any other. And you, lon, when the name of Honmer is nentioned
have plenty to say, and have nothing to say of others. You ask, "Wy
is this?" The answer is that you praise Homer not by art but by divine
i nspi ration.

lon. That is good, Socrates; and yet | doubt whether you will ever
have el oquence enough to persuade nme that | prai se Homer only when
am mad and possessed; and if you could hear nme speak of himl am
sure you would never think this to be the case.

Soc. | should like very much to hear you, but not until you have
answered a question which | have to ask. On what part of Honmer do
you speak well?- not surely about every part.

lon. There is no part, Socrates, about which | do not speak well
of that | can assure you

Soc. Surely not about things in Homer of which you have no
know edge?

lon. And what is there in Honer of which | have no know edge?

Soc. Wiy, does not Honer speak in many passages about arts? For
exanpl e, about driving; if | can only remenber the [ines | will repeat
t hem

lon. | remenber, and will repeat them

Soc. Tell me then, what Nestor says to Antilochus, his son, where he
bi ds him be careful of the turn at the horse-race in honour of
Pat r ocl us.

lon. He says:

Bend gently in the polished chariot to the left of them and urge
the horse on the right hand with whip and voice; and sl acken the rein.



And when you are at the goal, let the left horse draw near, yet so
that the nave of the well-wought wheel nay not even seemto touch the
extremty; and avoid catching the stone.

Soc. Enough. Now, lon, will the charioteer or the physician be the
better judge of the propriety of these lines?

lon. The charioteer, clearly.

Soc. And will the reason be that this is his art, or will there be
any ot her reason?

lon. No, that will be the reason

Soc. And every art is appointed by God to have know edge of a
certain work; for that which we know by the art of the pilot we do not
know by the art of nedicine?

lon. Certainly not.

Soc. Nor do we know by the art of the carpenter that which we know
by the art of nedicine?

lon. Certainly not.

Soc. And this is true of all the arts;- that which we know with
one art we do not know with the other? But let ne ask a prior
guestion: You adnit that there are differences of arts?

lon. Yes.

Soc. You would argue, as | should, that when one art is of one
ki nd of know edge and another of another, they are different?

lon. Yes.

Soc. Yes, surely; for if the subject of know edge were the sane,
there woul d be no nmeaning in saying that the arts were different, -
if they both gave the sanme know edge. For exanple, | know that here
are five fingers, and you know the same. And if | were to ask
whet her | and you becanme acquainted with this fact by the help of
the same art of arithnetic, you woul d acknow edge that we did?

lon. Yes.

Soc. Tell ne, then, what | was intending to ask you- whether this
hol ds uni versally? Must the same art have the same subject of
know edge, and different arts other subjects of know edge?

lon. That is ny opinion, Socrates.

Soc. Then he who has no know edge of a particular art will have no
right judgnent of the sayings and doings of that art?

lon. Very true.

Soc. Then which will be a better judge of the Iines which you were
reciting fromHomer, you or the charioteer?

lon. The chari ot eer.

Soc. Wiy, yes, because you are a rhapsode and not a chari ot eer

lon. Yes.

Soc. And the art of the rhapsode is different fromthat of the
chari ot eer?

lon. Yes.

Soc. And if a different know edge, then a know edge of different
matters?

lon. True.

Soc. You know the passage in which Hecanede, the concubi ne of
Nestor, is described as giving to the wounded Machaon a posset, as
he says,

Made with Prammi an wi ne; and she grated cheese of goat's milk with a
grater of bronze, and at his side placed an onion which gives a relish
to drink.

Now woul d you say that the art of the rhapsode or the art of
nmedi ci ne was better able to judge of the propriety of these lines?
lon. The art of nedicine.



Soc. And when Honer says,

And she descended into the deep like a | eaden plumet, which, set in
the horn of ox that ranges in the fields, rushes along carrying
deat h anong t he ravenous fishes, -

will the art of the fishernman or of the rhapsode be better able to
j udge whether these lines are rightly expressed or not?

lon. Cearly, Socrates, the art of the fishernman

Soc. Cone now, suppose that you were to say to nme: "Since you
Socrates, are able to assign different passages in Honmer to their
corresponding arts, | wi sh that you would tell nme what are the
passages of which the excellence ought to be judged by the prophet and
prophetic art"; and you will see how readily and truly | shal
answer you. For there are many such passages, particularly in the
Qdyssey; as, for exanple, the passage in which Theocl ynenus the
prophet of the house of Mel anpus says to the suitors:-

W et ched nen! what is happening to you? Your heads and your faces
and your |inbs underneath are shrouded in night; and the voice of
| anentation bursts forth, and your cheeks are wet with tears. And
the vestibule is full, and the court is full, of ghosts descendi ng
into the darkness of Erebus, and the sun has perished out of heaven
and an evil nist is spread abroad.

And there are nmany such passages in the Iliad also; as for exanple
in the description of the battle near the ranpart, where he says: -

As they were eager to pass the ditch, there canme to them an onen
a soaring eagle, holding back the people on the left, bore a huge
bl oody dragon in his talons, still living and panting; nor had he
yet resigned the strife, for he bent back and snmote the bird which
carried himon the breast by the neck, and he in pain let himfal
fromhimto the ground into the midst of the nultitude. And the eagle,
with a cry, was borne afar on the w ngs of the w nd.

These are the sort of things which | should say that the prophet
ought to consider and determ ne

lon. And you are quite right, Socrates, in saying so.

Soc. Yes, lon, and you are right also. And as | have selected from
the Iliad and Gdyssey for you passages whi ch describe the office of
t he prophet and the physician and the fisherman, do you, who know
Homer so nmuch better than | do, lon, select for ne passages which
relate to the rhapsode and the rhapsode's art, and which the
rhapsode ought to exam ne and judge of better than other nen

lon. All passages, | should say, Socrates.

Soc. Not all, lon, surely. Have you already forgotten what you
wer e sayi ng? A rhapsode ought to have a better nenory.

lon. Why, what am| forgetting?

Soc. Do you not remenber that you declared the art of the rhapsode
to be different fromthe art of the charioteer?

lon. Yes, | remenber

Soc. And you adnmitted that being different they would have different
subj ects of know edge?

lon. Yes.

Soc. Then upon your own showi ng the rhapsode, and the art of the
rhapsode, will not know everything?

lon. | should exclude certain things, Socrates.

Soc. You nean to say that you woul d exclude pretty nuch the subjects
of the other arts. As he does not know all of them which of themwill



he know?

lon. He will know what a man and what a wonan ought to say, and what
a freeman and what a slave ought to say, and what a ruler and what a
subj ect .

Soc. Do you nean that a rhapsode will know better than the pil ot
what the ruler of a sea-tossed vessel ought to say?

lon. No; the pilot will know best.

Soc. O wll the rhapsode know better than the physician what the
ruler of a sick nman ought to say?

lon. He will not.
Soc. But he will know what a slave ought to say?
lon. Yes.

Soc. Suppose the slave to be a cowherd; the rhapsode will know
better than the cowherd what he ought to say in order to soothe the
infuriated cows?

lon. No, he will not.

Soc. But he will know what a spi nni ng-worman ought to say about the
wor ki ng of wool ?

I on. No.

Soc. At any rate he will know what a general ought to say when
exhorting his soldiers?

lon. Yes, that is the sort of thing which the rhapsode will be
sure to know.

Soc. Well, but is the art of the rhapsode the art of the general ?

lon. | amsure that | should know what a general ought to say.

Soc. Wiy, yes, lon, because you may possi bly have a know edge of the
art of the general as well as of the rhapsode; and you may al so have a
know edge of horsemanship as well as of the Iyre: and then you woul d

know when horses were well or ill managed. But suppose | were to ask
you: By the help of which art, lon, do you know whet her horses are
wel I managed, by your skill as a horseman or as a performer on the
lyre- what would you answer?

lon. | should reply, by ny skill as a horsenan

Soc. And if you judged of performers on the Iyre, you would adnit
that you judged of themas a performer on the Iyre, and not as a
hor seman?

lon. Yes.

Soc. And in judging of the general's art, do you judge of it as a
general or a rhapsode?

lon. To ne there appears to be no difference between them

Soc. What do you nean? Do you nean to say that the art of the
rhapsode and of the general is the sane?

lon. Yes, one and the sane.

Soc. Then he who is a good rhapsode is al so a good general ?

lon. Certainly, Socrates.

Soc. And he who is a good general is also a good rhapsode?

lon. No; | do not say that.

Soc. But you do say that he who is a good rhapsode is also a good
gener al

lon. Certainly.

Soc. And you are the best of Hellenic rhapsodes?

lon. Far the best, Socrates.

Soc. And are you the best general, |on?

lon. To be sure, Socrates; and Homer was mny master

Soc. But then, lon, what in the nanme of goodness can be the reason
why you, who are the best of generals as well as the best of rhapsodes
in all Hellas, go about as a rhapsode when you ni ght be a general ?
Do you think that the Hell enes want a rhapsode with his gol den
crown, and do not want a general ?

lon. Wiy, Socrates, the reason is, that nmy countrynen, the



Ephesi ans, are the servants and sol diers of Athens, and do not need
a general; and you and Sparta are not likely to have ne, for you think
that you have enough general s of your own.

Soc. My good lon, did you never hear of Apollodorus of Cyzicus?

lon. Who rmay he be?

Soc. One who, though a foreigner, has often been chosen their
general by the Athenians: and there is Phanosthenes of Andros, and
Her acl i des of C azonenae, whom they have al so appointed to the comand
of their armes and to other offices, although aliens, after they
had shown their merit. And will they not choose |lon the Ephesian to be
their general, and honour him if he prove hinself worthy? Were not
t he Ephesi ans originally Athenians, and Ephesus is no nean city?
But, indeed, lon, if you are correct in saying that by art and
know edge you are able to praise Homer, you do not deal fairly with
nme, and after all your professions of knowi ng many, glorious things
about Homer, and promnises that you would exhibit them you are only
a deceiver, and so far fromexhibiting the art of which you are a
master, will not, even after my repeated entreaties, explain to nme the
nature of it. You have literally as nmany forns as Proteus; and now you

go all manner of ways, twisting and turning, and, |ike Proteus, becone
all manner of people at once, and at last slip away fromne in the
di sgui se of a general, in order that you may escape exhibiting your

Homeric lore. And if you have art, then, as | was saying, in
fal sifying your prom se that you would exhibit Honer, you are not
dealing fairly with ne. But if, as | believe, you have no art, but
speak all these beautiful words about Homer unconsciously under his
inspiring influence, then | acquit you of dishonesty, and shall only
say that you are inspired. Wiich do you prefer to be thought,
di shonest or inspired?

lon. There is a great difference, Socrates, between the two
alternatives; and inspiration is by far the nobler

Soc. Then, lon, | shall assume the nobler alternative; and attribute
to you in your praises of Homer inspiration, and not art.

- THE END-
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