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INTRODUCTION

Neo-Latin Commentaries and the Management of Knowledge*

Karl ENENKEL and Henk NELLEN

1.  The Neo-Latin Commentary (1400-1700): a Forgotten and 

Misunderstood Genre

Early modern commentaries, especially on the Classics and the Bible, 
belong to a category of texts that is often ignored in historical and liter-
ary-historical research. As texts they expound become available in mod-
ern critical editions, previous editions of the same texts are marginalized. 
And as an inevitable result, the accompanying commentaries disappear 
into oblivion as well. Although quite a few ingenious conjectures by 
early modern humanists are preserved in the apparatuses of modern crit-
ical editions of classical authors, this very rarely leads to a thorough, and 
even much less, to a systematic study of early modern commentaries. 
Since the nineteenth century, classical philologists have generally con-
sidered humanist commentaries to be superfluous remnants from the past. 
Accordingly, these commentaries tend to be discarded as manifestations 
of an outdated conception of philology. Thus, the trouble of a quick, 
haphazard consultation is the only effort a modern scholar is inclined to 
allow himself. Taking advantage of modern dictionaries, other special-
ized reference works and, above all, critical editions that embody the 
complete manuscript tradition, the commentator now strives to ascend to 
an incomparably higher level. Until very recently, specialists even 
claimed to be able to gain immediate access to the classical texts as they 
had circulated in antiquity. Against this (in truth) neo-positivist attitude, 
a counter-movement has now sprung up that is more keenly interested in 
the history of philology, in the way canonization of heralded authors took 
shape, and in the history of interpretation and reception.

* We want to express our gratitude to Mr. Patrick Baker, who revised the English of 
this Introduction and the contributions by Susanna de Beer, Christoph Pieper, Valéry 
Berlincourt, Bernard H. Stolte and Henk Nellen.
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2 KARL ENENKEL & HENK NELLEN

Precisely for these approaches, early modern commentaries are an 
excellent source.1 They teach us how classical authors were interpreted 
and used in the past and how scholarship was practiced in various disci-
plines. Commentaries served as a storehouse of old — and new — 
knowledge, as an important medium in which this knowledge was made 
accessible, and as an international platform for the exchange of knowl-
edge. By neglecting commentaries we lose sight of the quotidian aspects 
of early modern scholarship, as well as of the interpretation, reception 
and application of its privileged authors.

One reason for the neglect of early modern commentaries is that the 
requirements of modern scholarly commentaries differ greatly from early 
modern practices. In general, scholars agree that a proper commentary 
should play an auxiliary role, i.e. that it should contribute to a better 
understanding of the annotated text,2 and, furthermore, that it should only 
convey information that meets modern scholarly standards. In this respect 
it is of paramount importance that the information in question be objec-
tive and verifiable. All other types of information must be disregarded, 
especially spontaneous reader responses to the text (e.g., pulchre!) and 
personal interpretations that express the commentator’s own aesthetic, 
ethical, political or religious views. Depending on the intended readers 
(scholars from various disciplines of Altertumswissenschaft, students), 
commentaries should be comprehensive or short, complex or more 
elementary, and so forth. Most modern scholars believe that the ideal 
commentary should take its departure from certain disciplines (such as 
philology, history, linguistics, history of languages, etc.) and perspectives 
(inter-textuality, textual criticism, grammar, stylistics, narratology, 

1 Cf. Der Kommentar in der Renaissance, ed. August Buck - Otto Herding, Deutsche 
Forschungsgemeinschaft, Kommission für Humanismusforschung, Mitteilung 1 (Boppard: 
Harald Boldt, 1975); Les commentaires et la naissance de la critique littéraire. France/
Italie (XIVe-XVIe siècles). Actes du colloque international sur le commentaire, Paris, mai 
1988, ed. Gisèle Mathieu-Castellani and Michel Plaisance (Paris: Aux amateurs de livres, 
1990); Text und Kommentar, ed. Jan Assmann and Burkhard Gladigow, Archäologie der 
literarischen Kommunikation, 4 (Munich: Wilhelm Fink, 1995); Commentaries — Kom-
mentare, ed. Glenn W. Most, Aporemata, 4 (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1999); 
On Renaissance Commentaries, ed. Marianne Pade, Noctes Neolatinae / Neo-Latin Texts 
and Studies, 4 (Hildesheim, etc.: Olms, 2005); Der Kommentar in der Frühen Neuzeit, 
ed. Ralph Häfner and Markus Völkel, Frühe Neuzeit, 115 (Tübingen: Max Niemeyer 
Verlag, 2006). 

2 A precise analysis of the relationship between text and commentary is provided by 
Jan Assmann, ‘Text und Kommentar. Einführung’, in Text und Kommentar, ed. Jan 
Assmann and Burkhard Gladigow, Archäologie der literarischen Kommunikation, 4 
(Munich: Wilhelm Fink, 1995), pp. 9-33. 
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 INTRODUCTION 3

literary history, etc.). What they apparently want to avoid is a patchwork 
product or a barrel full of encyclopedic knowledge. Nowadays, only few 
scholars consider a broadly expansive, comprehensive, universal com-
mentary on a classical author to be desirable. Nevertheless, expectations, 
preferences and practices differ considerably, determined as they are by 
national, academic and disciplinary standards. Each scholarly discipline, 
be it classical philology, history, history of science or modern languages, 
has developed different traditions for the writing of commentaries. In 
classical philology, much attention is paid to philology, textual criticism 
and grammar, but these perspectives are barely explored in fields such as 
history and modern languages. Characteristically, classical philology 
lacks the tradition of a literary-theoretical commentary, whereas such a 
scope often prevails in literary studies. In historical scholarship, there is 
a preference for the processing of referential texts such as letters and 
diaries — sources that call for historical and cultural explanations more 
than fictional texts do. These differences aside, many scholars neverthe-
less share a belief that the elucidation of a text’s historical place and 
background plays an important role. For it is widely understood that the 
text to be annotated, as a relic from a distant past, is the product of a 
different cultural, ideological, political, religious context, and thus that 
such contexts above all require explanation. The greater the commenta-
tor’s cultural or historical distance from the text, the greater the need for 
a full-fledged commentary.

How different are the attitudes to be seen in commentaries of the early 
modern period! To begin with, it was not a foregone conclusion that 
commentaries necessarily ought to play an auxiliary role. Commentaries 
were mainly studied — in various intellectual settings, to be sure — in 
order to acquire knowledge and skills. A ‘pure’ understanding of the 
source text was not the exclusive goal. This radically different way of 
approaching both objects is exemplified by the fact that more often than 
not the commentary was consulted without reference being made to the 
text itself. Commentaries were seen as very useful tools for gathering and 
processing information from entirely different disciplines, e.g. geogra-
phy, ethnography, zoology, botany, medicine, jurisprudence, politics, 
diplomacy, etymology, philosophy and rhetoric. This divergent, hetero-
geneous information sometimes ranks under the heading ‘encyclopaedic 
knowledge’ (Allgemeinwissen), but it could also include very specific 
knowledge (Fachwissen). Still, it was always knowledge that could be 
applied in daily life, in administrative, clerical and academic posts, in 
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4 KARL ENENKEL & HENK NELLEN

writing literature, in composing speeches and sermons, in official 
correspondence, in politics and government, in diplomacy, and so on. 
From this practical focus it can be inferred that commentaries did not aim 
at a purely historical understanding of the text. Of course, readers took 
interest in the historical past, but for them this was not the only thing that 
mattered. Essentially, they considered the opening up of the past to be an 
accidental benefit; first and foremost they wanted to gather and apply 
knowledge. The same obtains mutatis mutandis for early modern textual 
criticism. Textual criticism was not a matter of l’art pour l’art, that is, a 
particular skill that was hermetically trapped within itself. As a result of 
bold conjectures and other often arbitrary emendations, the establishment 
of the text was tantamount to a rigorous adaptation process in which 
ideas about authorial intention played a major role. Only after 1600 did 
a tradition in the commentary genre develop that pushed historical under-
standing and textual criticism nearer the centre, in line with the more 
recent view of commentaries described above. That does not mean that 
the ‘encyclopaedic’ and traditional practice of commenting then imme-
diately disappeared. This approach actually continued to thrive until it 
suddenly declined at the beginning of the eighteenth century.

Given these differences in focus, method and discourse, it is under-
standable that the early modern commentary has received relatively little 
attention in the nineteenth, twentieth and twenty-first centuries. The tra-
dition of the older commentaries barely concurs with the practices of 
their modern scholarly counterparts in the disciplines of classical philol-
ogy, history and modern language studies. Although in the last decade 
more attention has been paid to early modern commentaries, a clear pic-
ture of the genre and its development in the period from about 1400-1700 
does not yet exist. Previous studies have tended to focus on specific 
examples of commentaries, on the work of individual commentators 
explicating specific texts, or on commentaries as a source for the recep-
tion of a particular author. Discussion at the meta-level has instead been 
unsystematic and has therefore not led to the development of any theories 
regarding the practice of commentary writing (comparable to the theories 
which the debate on textual editing has yielded in great abundance).3

One important proviso must be made, however. Our survey does 
not pretend to be exhaustive or to cover all the functions and historical 

3 Cf. Marita Mathijsen, Naar de letter. Handboek editiewetenschap (Constantijn 
Huygens Instituut, Den Haag 2003), pp. 333-351. 
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 INTRODUCTION 5

developments of the early modern commentary. In what follows the focus 
is on the commentary as a corollary to written texts. Aspects of interme-
diality in written commentaries regarding, e.g., painting, sculpture, 
architecure and other objects of art, are not considered, despite the fact 
that commentaries that cross the boundaries between different media are 
a rich and promising field of research.4

2.  The Increased Importance of the Commentary and Other 

Paratexts in the Early Modern Period

The genre of the commentary rests on an age-old tradition, one that must 
have come into existence well before the Alexandrian philologists canon-
ized the Greek tragedies. It is only in the fifteenth century, however, that 
interest in and production of commentaries became more intense. This 
sudden growth was fuelled by a complex of factors, but most importantly 
by early modern intellectuals’ sensitive awareness of living in a time of 
crisis and change, to which they felt an urgent need to respond immedi-
ately. This resulted, among other things, in a thorough revision and re-
authorization of knowledge, science and literature. The driving force 
behind these processes was Neo-Latin humanism. The humanists’ efforts 
in this respect were motivated by their fear for disturbing discontinuities. 
Crucial parts of their cultural heritage, especially the works by classical 
authors, appeared to be on the verge of becoming lost. The humanists 
realized that in the long period between classical antiquity and their own 
times, profound changes had taken place that made it nearly impossible 
to understand classical texts without adequate (by which they under-
stood: professional) mediation. In order to provide the necessary media-
tion, the humanists carried out a scholarly programme of a quality and 
proportion hitherto unknown in the Western world: the whole body of 
ancient Latin literature was to be edited afresh and critically, and what is 
more, these editions were to be furnished with scholarly commentaries.

An important role in the implementation of this ambitious humanist 
program was played by the invention of the printing press. First of all, 
the process of preparing the manuscripts for the press forced editors to 

4 See the section ‘Commentaries on Paintings and Sculptures’, in Commentaries — 
Kommentare, ed. Glenn W. Most, Aporemata, 4 (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 
1999), pp. 245-322. 
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6 KARL ENENKEL & HENK NELLEN

scrutinize the texts, to detect and, if possible, to remove their flaws, and 
to explain puzzling passages in a growing stream of editions and com-
mentaries. As copies would be widely dispersed, humanists felt obliged 
to account for their editorial decisions in the editions themselves and 
even more so in commentaries.5 The printed book allowed a scholar to 
publish a version of a text in an outward appearance that no longer trig-
gered misunderstandings. This version was distributed in many identical 
or nearly identical copies, unlike the versions spread by manuscripts 
which, by definition, were unique. Especially after foliating, pagination 
and indexing had been introduced, the printed text could be disseminated, 
received, discussed and criticized more thoroughly than ever, without 
annoying misunderstandings and on a hitherto unprecedented scale. 
Already in the first phase of the printed book, the so-called incunabula 
period (i.e., before 1500), printed editions of classical authors were put 
on the market supplied with extensive commentaries. Thus, from the 
outset commentaries attached to the new, revised editions of the classical 
authors played a crucial role in the transmission of knowledge. They 
were the mediators of these philologically enhanced texts; they steered 
and guided their wide reception in schools and universities; they fur-
thered scientific innovations and discoveries in various fields, such as 
zoology, botany, medicine, archeology and geography. The neatly printed 
texts of Pliny’s Naturalis Historia and Pomponius Mela’s Chorographia, 
for example, enticed Columbus to embark on a journey that resulted in 
the discovery of America.6 The printed text wielded greater authority, 
because its influence worked quantitatively and geographically over a 
much broader range than a manuscript, which as a unique document was 
available in one place only. 

The printed book was the portal through which the early modern reader 
entered the text and appropriated its contents. The commentary tailored 
the text for proper handling and assimilation. It repaired, or at least 
reported the damage done during a process of transmission, lasting cen-
turies, that entailed textual corruption and loss. The commentary 
explained the things that a text’s originally intended readers would have 
had no problem understanding but that, as a result of the widening his-
torical gap, had become unclear. It intervened as a mediator between the 

5 Cf. Charles G. Nauert, ‘Humanists, Scientists, and Pliny. Changing Approaches to a 
Classical Author’, in The American Historical Review, 84 (1979), 72-85, here 75-77. 

6 See the contribution of Susanna de Beer in this volume.  
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 INTRODUCTION 7

text and the reader, and it was better equipped than any other medium to 
accompany the distribution of the text in public space and to steer the 
ensuing process of reception.

Due to a growing concern for the smooth transfer of texts, paratexts 
— i.e., elements added to the text — became a very important feature of 
early modern printed books. This historical development can easily be 
traced by tracking the increasingly inventive and sophisticated use of 
paratexts. In the period of transition between manuscript and print, accre-
tions like the title page, chapter headings, headers and marginalia still 
had to justify their existence, but once in vogue they were accepted as 
useful and even indispensable parts of the book. The term ‘paratext’ was 
coined by the French literary theorist Gérard Genette, who sought thereby 
to distance himself from the idea that the author is the sole and overriding 
authority whose intentions determine a text’s reception. Genette showed 
that it was the ‘paratext’ that controls the reception of texts and continu-
ously mediates between the text and its readers.7 As Genette was primar-
ily inspired by the book of recent times (18th — 20th centuries), one could 
easily forget that paratexts actually had an even more vital function in 
early modern books. At that time, authors generally exerted little control 
over their texts. Copyright in the modern sense did not exist. Therefore, 
it was often not the authors themselves who transmitted texts to the read-
ers, but printers, publishers, friends, colleagues, patrons and other inter-
mediaries. In some cases, for example pirate editions, the author totally 
lost control over the publication. The term paratext covers a wide range 
of additions to the main text: title page, pagination, privileges granting 
the right to publish the work, dedication, liminary poetry, letter to the 
reader, table of contents, chapter titles, headers, prefaces, marginalia, 
illustrations, indexes, and — last but not least — the commentary. The 
totality of these paratexts functions as a frame that regulates and cana-
lizes the reception of the text.

As the sheer number, variety and volume of paratexts indicate, early 
modern writers and publishers did not think that a work’s smooth recep-
tion could be guaranteed automatically. On the contrary, it was assumed 
that the readers craved precise guidance. The desire for careful guidance 

7 Gérard Genette, Paratexts. Tresholds of Interpretation, transl. Jane E. Lewin (Cam-
bridge: University Press, 1997), pp. 2, 3, 9 en 408. See also William H. Sherman, ‘Archi-
tecture, Paratext and Early Print Culture’, in Agent of Change: Print Culture Studies after 
Elizabeth L. Eisenstein (Amherst and Boston: University of Massachusetts Press, 2007), 
pp. 67-81, here 68-71. 
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8 KARL ENENKEL & HENK NELLEN

was undoubtedly linked to the fact that the number of readers making use 
of printed books was becoming considerably enlarged — and quite 
heterogeneous to boot. The guidance offered by paratexts was directed 
not so much toward communicating the so-called ‘intention of the 
author’, but rather toward providing a successful and adequate reception 
of the work in question, for example by taking into account literary tradi-
tions, common reading practices, interpretative predispositions and sen-
sible guidelines for the application of texts. On the one hand, it is clear 
that marketing strategies were flexible and that much was left to the 
agents of transmission: publishers, booksellers, correctors and other 
intermediaries. On the other hand, it is also clear that efforts were made 
to keep the reception process from degenerating into utter chaos. In these 
attempts at steering the reader’s engagement with a text, commentaries 
played an essential role; it should be stressed here that the commentary 
was a central if not the predominant type of early modern paratext.

3.  The Commentary as an Open Genre. The Early Modern Com-

mentary’s Tendency toward Emancipation from the Source Text

Instead of a continuous discourse, the commentary offered a fragmented 
collection of micro-observations on any number of textual problems.8 
Although the commentary necessarily had to depart from the specific 
issues raised by the source text, it is still justifiable to consider it an open 
genre, one whose form and content were not dictated by rigorous guide-
lines. The possibilities the commentator had at his disposal were in prin-
ciple unlimited. He could gather together interesting facts that, strictly 
speaking, were not necessary for an adequate understanding of the text. 
He was free to exhaust the treasure trove of his scholarship and erudition. 
He could recycle what he had found by chance in other scholarly works 
on totally different subjects. He was allowed to vent his personal opinion 
on a wide range of subjects, ride old hobby-horses, fight out inveterate 
feuds, and record personal reading experiences. In discussing archaeo-
logical objects he could add illustrations, e.g. of ancient coins, statues 
and inscriptions. Commentaries on texts dealing with the Roman imperial 

8 Karlheinz Stierle, ‘Les lieux du commentaire’, in Les commentaires et la naissance 
de la critique littéraire. France/Italie (XIVe-XVIe siècles). Actes du colloque international 
sur le commentaire, Paris, mai 1988, ed. Gisèle Mathieu-Castellani and Michel Plaisance 
(Paris: Aux amateurs de livres, 1990), p. 22. 
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 INTRODUCTION 9

period were often enlivened with pictures of Roman coins, such as com-
mentaries on Suetonius’ De vita Caesarum or on Martial.9

Given the open nature of the commentary, the commentator could 
easily loose himself in digressions. Often he would insert these ‘excur-
sus’ silently, but sometimes, for example in the case of extreme prolixity, 
he felt compelled to justify his approach. He then appealed to the impor-
tance of the information being transmitted, or he pointed out that his 
commentary was unique as a compilation of thought-provoking and use-
ful facts. He could also argue that the textual parallels he had assembled 
were all needed to underpin a particular, unexpected variant or bold 
emendation. Occasionally, the commentator went so far as to regale his 
readership with autobiographical notes. The main text served in these 
cases as a prompt for the commentator to report various events from his 
own life. Petrarch, for instance, mentioned the death of his beloved 
Madonna Laura in a marginal note to his manuscript of Virgil’s Aeneid.10 
Such instances often involved a mixture of chance and clear-cut design. 
Petrarch was probably occupied in reading Virgil when a messenger 
brought him the news of Laura’s death. But at the same time Petrarch 
saw Virgil (i.e. the personified text of the Aeneid) as a good friend, with 
whom he wanted to share all the happy and unhappy moments of his life; 
in other words, he would have told him about the death of his beloved in 
any case. It is telling that Petrarch also noted the death of his son Gio-
vanni in the margins of the same manuscript of Virgil.11 To take another 
example, Marsilio Ficino’s commentaries on Plato are pervaded by 
digressions on the theological core of his philosophy, underpinning the 

9 Suetonius, ex recensione Iohannis Georgii Graevii, cum notis Isaaci Casauboni, 
Laevini Torrentii, Theodori Marcilii […] (Utrecht: Gisbertus a Zyll, 1672); on p. 163 the 
commentary includes two engravings of Roman coins representing the temple of Mars 
Ultor, and a third one representing the sanctuary of Iupiter Tonans; on p. 165 the com-
mentary includes engravings of both sides of a coin representing Q. Pomponius Musa and 
the hero Hercules Musagetes; on p. 169 a coin celebrating Augustus’ ‘ludi saeculares’ is 
shown. Ludovicus Smids’ annotated edition of Martial’s Epigrammata is enriched with 
illustrations of coins that are meant to explain Roman history and ritual, as is already 
apparent in the title: M. Valerii Martialis Epigrammata paraphrasi et notis variorum 
selectissimis […], numismatibus, historias atque ritus illustrantibus, exornavit Lud. Smids, 
M.D. (Amsterdam: G. Gallet, 1701). Each book starts with at least six engravings of 
Roman coins (for example, pp. 68 and 69). 

10 Walter Berschin, ‘Glossierte Virgil-Handschriften dreier aetates Virgilianae’, in The 
Role of the Book in Medieval Culture. Proceedings of the Oxford International Sympo-
sium, 26 September-1 October 1982, Bibliologia 3-4 (Turnhout: Brepols, 1986), vol. II, 
116-121. 

11 Ibidem. 
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10 KARL ENENKEL & HENK NELLEN

idea of a ‘Plato Christianus’.12 A further illustrative example of uncon-
strained prolixity is provided by the seventeenth-century scholar Daniel 
Heinsius. In his Sacrae exercitationes to the New Testament (1639) he 
included a long poem about his wife Ermgard Rutgers as part of his com-
mentary on 1 Corinthians 7:29: ‘Let even those who have wives be as 
though they had none’. Ermgard had died in 1633, and now Heinsius 
opens his poem by describing the sadness into which this bereavement 
had plunged him:

Qualis avia turtur,
Viduata dulci compare infelix gemit,
Noctemque ducit tristibus querelis
Deserta, misera, nec modum
Ponit flebilibus modis,
Talis ego, mea Vita, mei
Nescius, infelix, neque mentis
Compos miserae, solam unamque
Te mea quaero, te mea posco,
Nec tamen invenio,
Mea Ermegardi, dulcis Ermegardi 
(…). 13

Digressions were intrinsic to the commentary, so much so that in the 
eighteenth century this peculiarity was repeatedly ridiculed. In his satire 
Hinkmar von Repkow: Noten ohne Text (1745), Gottlieb Wilhelm 
Rabener criticized overzealous commentators who tried to gain respect 
by bandying about all kinds of authorities and by dragging in issues that 
were related to the main text only in the most remote sense: ‘The text 
contains the word Cicero, and in the annotation I consider the question 
whether Nebuchadnezar has really eaten grass like an ox’ (‘Im Texte 
steht das Wort Cicero, und in der Anmerkung untersuche ich die Frage: 
Ob Nebucadnezar auch wirklich Gras gefressen habe, wie ein Vieh?’).14 
It is clear what Rabener thought of the contemporary fashion of the end-

12 Thomas Leinkauf, ‘Marsilio Ficinos Platon-Kommentar’, in Der Kommentar in der 
Frühen Neuzeit, ed. Ralph Häfner and Markus Völkel, Frühe Neuzeit, 115 (Tübingen: 
Max Niemeyer Verlag, 2006), pp. 79-114, esp. 97-103. 

13 Daniel Heinsius, Sacrarum exercitationum ad Novum Testamentum libri XX … 
(Leiden: Elzevier, 1639), pp. 383–385, also cited in Constantijn Huygens. Mijn leven 
verteld aan mijn kinderen in twee boeken, ed. Frans R.E. Blom, vol. 2 (Amsterdam: 
Prometheus, 2003), p. 271. 

14 Jürgen Kaestner, ‘Anmerkungen in Büchern. Grundstrukturen und Hauptentwick-
lungslinien, dargestellt an ausgewählten literarischen und wissenschaftlichen Texten’, 
Bibliothek. Forschung und Praxis, 8 (1984), 215. Rabener refers to Daniel 4: 32-33. 
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 INTRODUCTION 11

lessly sprawling scholarly commentary. Yet this kind of criticism was 
much older, as was the incriminated method, which went back to the 
period 1470-1540. At the same time scholars occasionally showed them-
selves less fond of overly cumbersome digressions. An example of this 
is the Spanish humanist Juan Luis Vives (1492-1540), a contemporary 
and friend of Erasmus. In Vives’s opinion, the commentator was always 
subordinate to the author of the source text. Therefore, his commentary 
ought to fulfill an auxiliary role: ‘Dum in alium scribis, illi est ubique 
subserviendum. Alioqui non in aliud, vel ad aliud erunt commentarii, sed 
praeter aliud.’15 But, as noted above, this clear-cut requirement was 
certainly not representative of reigning practice in the period from the 
fifteenth to the early eighteenth century.

In recent scholarship, ancient and medieval commentaries have been 
ascribed an auxiliary role per definitionem.16 It is doubtful, however, 
whether this is correct. An indication of the independence of the com-
mentary is the fact that many medieval manuscripts of commentaries 
have been preserved apart from the ‘mother text’. Commentaries on the 
Sententiae of Peter Lombard are a good example of this autonomous 
development. And in the early Renaissance, some of Aquinas’s com-
mentaries on Aristotle were coupled with a version of the translated text 
that was unknown to the annotator, thus creating a discrepancy that 
entails baffling anomalies for the modern reader.17 It seems that it is not 
right to ascribe early modern commentaries a strictly auxiliary role. The 
editors of this collection of studies deem it important to question the idea 
of subordination and try to offer instead a more nuanced view. Early 
modern commentaries, especially in the sixteenth and seventeenth centu-
ries, tend to rise above the commented works in scope and content, to 
shake off their status of dependence and to move toward the level of 
full-blown treatises. As has been recently noted, ‘[the commentary] 

15 Jean Céard, ‘Les transformations du genre du commentaire’, in L’Automne de la 
Renaissance, 1580-1630, XXIIe Colloque international d’études humanistes, Tours, 2-13 
juillet 1979, ed. Jean Lafond - André Stegmann (Paris: J. Vrin, 1981), pp. 101-115, esp. 
p. 104. 

16 Cf. Karlheinz Stierle, ‘Les lieux du commentaire’, pp. 19-20; Glenn W. Most, ‘Pref-
ace’, in Commentaries — Kommentare, ed. Glenn W. Most, Aporemata, 4 (Göttingen: 
Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1999), p. viii. 

17 Charles B. Schmitt, Aristotle and the Renaissance (Cambridge, Mass. etc.: Harvard 
University Press, 1983), p. 20. 
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12 KARL ENENKEL & HENK NELLEN

began to resconstruct itself as treatise-literature’.18 The most famous 
representative of this process toward self-sufficiency is Michel de Mon-
taigne. His Essais are to be regarded as a collection of commentaries, not 
simply on a specific text, but on all the books he possessed. This broad 
spectrum is attested by the library Montaigne had built up in his tower 
of learning. The Essais grew out of his habit of recording the fruits of his 
reading, enriched with personal commentaries and observations that were 
developed in such a way that an independent work came into existence. 
Commentaries are at the heart of Montaigne’s work, but nonetheless it is 
one of the most personal books of the Renaissance. In a special way 
Montaigne also highlighted the open nature of the commentary: he stated 
that as far as the quest for the truth is concerned, the mass of commentar-
ies did not bring mankind any further, because each commentary soon 
proved to be an unsatisfactory interpretation and thus called for new 
commentaries in a neverending process.19 Finally, the open nature of the 
commentary may be demonstrated in yet another way. Often, the bound-
ary between text and commentary faded and sometimes even disap-
peared. This topic was ingeniously elaborated in literary works such as 
Gargantua et Pantagruel by François Rabelais. In this manner a growing 
skepticism is expressed towards the idea that the user could take advan-
tage of the commentary in order to ascertain the truth of the beliefs and 
opinions expressed in the text.20

4. The Kaleidoscopic Functions of the Early Modern Commentary

When the Parisian printer-publisher Robert Estienne presented his now 
famous Dictionarium seu Latinae linguae thesaurus to the public in 
1531, he made every effort to clarify the use of his enterprise. In addition, 
he noted the ‘information overload’ experienced by sixteenth-century 
readers. To what purpose did he venture to put on the market a Thesaurus 
dealing with the meaning of Latin words, after so many dictionaries and 

18 A.J. Minnis, ‘Late-Medieval Vernacular Literature and Latin Exegetical Traditions’, 
in Text und Kommentar, ed. Jan Assmann and Burkhard Gladigow, Archäologie der lite-
rarischen Kommunikation, 4 (Munich: Wilhelm Fink Verlag, 1995), p. 328. 

19 Michel Jeanneret, ‘Renaissance Exegesis’, in The Cambridge History of Literary 
Criticism, 3: The Renaissance (Cambridge: University Press, 1999), p. 42. 

20 Michel Jeanneret, ‘Commentary on Fiction, Fiction as Commentary’, in Commen-
tary as Cultural Artifact, ed. Lee Patterson - Stephen G. Nichols (= The South Atlantic 
Quarterly, 91,4 (1992)), 919-928. 
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reference works had seen the light? Was there any need for a new dic-
tionary ‘post tam multas tamque varias dictionariorum editiones, post tot 
libros elegantiarum, tot virorum illustrium annotationes, collectanea, flo-
res, miscellanea, vocabulorum differentias, castigationes, epitomas, spi-
cilegia, racemationes, denique post tot in omne genus authorum com-
mentarios cum amplissimis indicibus’? This was of course a rhetorical 
question, and after having raised the objection Estienne explained in great 
detail why the world could not do without this book which had come 
about with such great effort and cost. His own catalogue of publications 
contained a bulging toolbox of resources, such as grammars, lexica and 
commentaries, all aimed at helping the erudite scholar, the well-read 
citizen and the curious student gain easy access to the classical heritage. 
There is no doubt that Estienne himself had contributed much to the 
‘information overload’. Within this essentially didactic program com-
mentaries took a prominent place, as Estienne’s enumeration shows.21

For the first time in history readers were overwhelmed with written 
information, as may also be demonstrated by referring to the activities of 
another famous scholar: the French polymath Isaac Casaubon (1559-
1614). His biography contains irrefutable proof for the assertion that to 
neglect the study of the commentary would result in a skewed view of 
early modern intellectual life. Much of Casaubon’s work was highly tech-
nical, such as his edition and translation of the Characters of Theophras-
tus (Lyons: Franciscus le Preux, 1592); he succeeded in wonderfully 
enriching the commentary on this text by gathering material from Greek 
comedy. Anthony Grafton provides striking examples of Casaubon’s 
emendations, which were based on the creative ability to combine sources 
no scholar had ever combined before. Casaubon wrote a number of com-
mentaries on other Greek authors, such as Diogenes Laertius, Theocritus, 
Athenaeus, and Roman writers such as Strabo, Suetonius, Pliny the 
Younger, the Scriptores historiae Augustae, and Persius. Furthermore, he 
translated Polybius into Latin and collected still unpublished yet very 
important notes on Polybius and Aeschylus. In the margins of hundreds 
of printed works he scribbled his observations, and he also filled almost 
60 memorandum books with notes. How to explain this fervent desire 
to record the fruits of his reading? The best assumption is that the 

21 La France des humanistes. Robert et Charles Estienne. Des imprimeurs pédagogues, 
ed. Bénédicte Boudou - Judit Kecskeméti - Martine Furno (Turnhout: Brepols, 2009), 
pp. 67-73. 
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14 KARL ENENKEL & HENK NELLEN

Renaissance scholar wanted to acquire a thorough knowledge of the 
classical world because it had an important function in his own time.22

Formulated as abstractly as possible, the early modern commentary 
aimed at transforming the source into a meaningful font of knowledge. 
It mediated between the reader and the text by making the text — so to 
speak — ‘ready-to-eat’; that is, it attempted to construct a bridge that 
would lead the reader from comprehension (cognitio) to application or 
practice (usus). This objective could be pursued in a variety of ways, 
serving various groups of readers, and taking into account a wide range 
of contexts; on the part of the commentator, the wish to provide a text 
with a commentary could also be motivated by specific and keenly diver-
sified objectives. The complexity of these variables argues against a 
monolithic and reductionist approach, and therefore it is hardly useful to 
speak of ‘the’ function of the early modern commentary. Rather, there is 
a multitude of functions, a kaleidoscope or a broad spectrum of functions. 
To be sure, it would go beyond the confines of this introduction to 
expound the whole spectrum in great detail. Therefore we limit ourselves 
to a selection in which the main functions are briefly introduced.

a. The Commentary as a Means of Authorization

In the course of time, canonized texts unleashed an avalanche of com-
mentaries, for at least two evident reasons. First, a canonized text was 
widely read, which automatically led to a blossoming of many interpreta-
tions that were laid down in commentaries. Second, canonization caused 
fossilization: the text became fixed and was therefore no longer subject 
to any modifications in the form of deletions, shortenings or additions. 
But while the canonical text remained the same, the historical context 
evolved. This process inevitably resulted in a widening of the distance 
between text and reader. In order to make the ‘fossilized’ text under-
standable and up to date, information was gathered that could only be 
placed in the commentary.23 A contrary development can also be ascer-

22 Anthony Grafton - Johanna Weinberg, ‘I have always loved the Holy Tongue’. Isaac 
Casaubon, the Jews and a Forgotten Chapter in Renaissance Scholarship (Cambridge, 
Mass.: Belknap Press, 2011), pp. 1-30, esp. p. 11. See also Hélène Parenty, ‘Philologie et 
pratiques de lecture chez Isaac Casaubon’, in: Philologie als Wissensmodell / La philolo-
gie comme modèle de savoir, ed. Denis Thouard et al., Pluralisierung und Autorität, 20 
(Berlin: De Gruyter, 2010), pp. 139-163. 

23 Jan Assmann, ‘Text und Kommentar. Einführung’, pp. 10-11. 
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tained: precisely because many commentaries were intended to shed light 
on unknown or forgotten texts, repeated commenting might over time 
bring them out of obscurity and ultimately result in their acquiring canon-
ical status. This status, however, was not predestined to last forever. In 
the course of history it could erode and even disappear. In that case the 
text lost its value and was replaced by a new text, which might evoke a 
cycle of commentaries in its turn.24

One extremely important function of the early modern commentary 
was that of awarding auctoritas to the source text, upgrading it to the 
status of an authoritative text. In the period under consideration, the body 
of texts deemed worthy of comment formed the foundation of civiliza-
tion, indeed of all relevant knowledge. These texts were always cited in 
order to impart, to generate or to collect knowledge. Without auctori-
tates, knowledge was unthinkable and simply did not exist. Even if a 
scholar thought he had something new to say, he had to rely on auctori-
tates. This dependence also applied to inventions and discoveries. For 
example, the presentation of the recently discovered New World was 
impossible without referring to auctoritates such as Pliny the Elder, 
Ptolemy, and Pomponius Mela.

Commentaries must therefore be regarded as hallmarks that gave the 
stamp of auctoritas to the commented text. Modern authors thus also 
considered it highly desirable to be commented upon as well. For 
instance, Antonio Beccadelli was pleased that his contemporary, Eneas 
Sylvius Piccolomini, deemed his Dicta et facta Regis Alfonsi worthy of 
an extended commentary.25 The same applies to Andrea Alciato’s 
Emblematum libellus, a work that was commented on by the German 
humanist Sebastian Stockhammer, active in Coimbra.26 In this way the 
Dicta et facta Regis Alfonsi and the Emblematum libellus were promoted 
to the privileged class of fundamental texts heralded by sixteenth- and 
seventeenth-century humanism.27 From this point of view, it is understan-

24 An example of this pattern is the predominance and gradual decline of the Corpus 
iuris civilis. See the contribution of B. Stolte in this volume. 

25 See the contribution of Karl Enenkel in this volume. 
26 See K.A.E. Enenkel, ‘Die humanistische Kultur Coimbras als Wiege des emblema-

tischen Kommentars: Sebastian Stockhamers Alciato-Kommentar für João Meneses Sot-
tomayor (1552), with an English Summary’, in Portuguese Humanism and the Republic 
of Letters, ed. Maria Berbara - Karl A.E. Enenkel (Leiden-Boston: Brill, 2012), pp. 149-
219. 

27 Between 1556 and 1661, almost 90% of the editions of the Emblematum libellus 
appeared with commentary. Cf. H. Green, Andrea Alciati and his Book of Emblems. A 
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16 KARL ENENKEL & HENK NELLEN

dable that authors frequently toyed with the idea of commenting upon 
their own texts. If no one else took up this task, the author himself could 
decide to do so.28 This did not, however, result in the majority of authors 
writing commentaries on their own works, since not every piece of work 
deserved a commentary. The text in question had to be recognized and 
valued to the extent that it could pass for a fundamental text of civiliza-
tion. This applies, for example, to collections of exempla, emblems, ada-
ges, epic poems, mythological and religious poems, but usually not for 
letters, ephemeral poems like epigrams, tracts and invectives.

An important corollary for the commentator was that the commentary 
bestowed authority not only on the author commented upon, but also to 
the commentator himself. Any scholar who annotated a text was consid-
ered eo ipso to possess auctoritas. Writing a commentary was not a task 
fit for just anyone, but rather for an expert who had a superior education 
and, preferably, a university degree and who furthermore possessed pro-
found erudition and command of the relevant languages. The prototypical 
commentator was a magister, master, professor or private scholar.

The auctoritas of the commentator was reinforced by that of the text 
on which he commented. Through his work the commentator connected 
his reputation in an insoluble way with a ‘big name’, that is, with a text 
or an author of rank and authority. Furthermore, the process of authoriza-
tion was not limited to the author, commentator and text. The institutions 
and persons that brought together the authors, texts, readers and com-
mentators, such as monasteries, universities, learned societies and other 
research institutions, derived an increase in status from their mediating 
role.29 It is clear that authorization also took place in an opposite, and 
even in a subversive sense, for example in cases in which the commenta-
tor took issue with the text by criticizing, vilifying, or parodying it or by 
declaring it to be spurious. In the case of a harsh critique one can speak 
of ‘de-authorisation’. If a text is refuted sentence by sentence and torn to 
shreds, it loses its auctoritas. One of the most deadly means of textual 

Biographical and Bibliographical Study (London: Truebner, 1872). For a now outdated 
survey of annotated editions of Alciato’s Emblematum libellus, see ibidem, p. 151. 

28 Hadrianus Iunius, for example, composed a commentary on his own collection of 
emblems; cf. K.A.E. Enenkel, ‘Emblematic Authorization — Lusus Emblematum: the 
Function of Junius’ Emblem Commentary and Early Commentaries on Alciato’s Emblema-
tum libellus’, in The Kaleidoskopic Scholarship of Hadrianus Junius (1511-1575). North-
ern Humanism at the Dawn of the Dutch Golden Age, ed. Dirk van Miert, Brill’s Studies 
in Intellectual History, 199 (Leiden-Boston: Brill, 2011), pp. 260-289. 

29 Glenn W. Most, ‘Preface’, pp. x and xi. 
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de-authorisation was to deprive a text of its alleged and often quite prom-
inent author, thus demoting it to a lower plane or even making it anony-
mous. Anonymity was considered the same as insignificance. From the 
thirteenth to the eighteenth century, auctoritas was always dependent on 
an author who was clearly identified as a person.30 Without an auctor, 
auctoritas did not exist. As a rule, it was of the utmost importance that 
the commentators confirmed the existence of the author as a historical 
person. The ideal auctor was a classical writer. Commentaries pictured 
him as a teacher whose immortal works brought with them humanity on 
a higher level of civilization.

b. The Commentary as an Educational Tool at Schools and Universities

From the fourteenth to the seventeenth century the commentary was 
closely connected with educational practice. Commenting on a canonical 
text was the most important teaching method both in grammar schools 
and at universities. The master (magister, professor) dealt with the canon-
ical text sentence by sentence and provided it with an explanation (‘com-
ment’). All knowledge transmitted by the teacher in the classroom was 
passed on to students through commentaries on some fundamental source 
text. The students took verbatim notes on the master’s commentary. Lec-
ture notes created in this way were often published and served in turn as 
didactic material. More often than not these commentaries were pub-
lished with the source text appended. Since such editions were in great 
demand, they represented a considerable commercial interest for printer-
publishers. Josse Bade (Badius Ascensius), for example, had a good nose 
for such editions, and he put them on the market in great quantities, first 
in Lyons, then in Paris. In Paris his printing shop was next door to the 
university. In the preface to his commentary on Juvenal31 he states his 
aim of focusing on the breadth of the classical legacy preserved in canon-
ical classical authors. The style of Bade’s commentary was extremely 

30 Cf. K.A.E. Enenkel, Die Stiftung von Autorschaft in der neulateinischen Literatur 
(ca. 1350- ca. 1650). Zur autorisierenden und wissensvermittelnden Funktion von 
Widmungen, Vorworttexten, Autorporträts und Dedikationsbildern (forthcoming). 

31 He published sixteen editions in the period 1498-1548 (Catalogus translationum et 
commentariorum: Mediaeval and Renaissance Latin Translations and Commentaries, ed. 
Paul O. Kristeller et al. (Washington D.C.: Catholic University of America Press, 1960- ), 
1, 178, 230-231 en 3, 432-445). 
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18 KARL ENENKEL & HENK NELLEN

professional and exclusively directed to the transfer of knowledge: it 
lacked any form of embellishment or literary elegance.32

As the central method of education, the commentary served to transfer 
knowledge on all topics in all faculties and in all situations where stu-
dents were being taught in a classroom. Whatever the domain of knowl-
edge, be it philosophy, theology, law, medicine, natural science (includ-
ing astronomy), rhetoric or poetics, the commentary acted as a kind of 
universal greenhouse for the generation, organization and transfer of 
knowledge. Restrictions in the content of the commentary were nearly 
nonexistent. Its chameleon-like adaptability and amorphous character 
proved to be attractive features, because they enabled the magister, when 
it suited him, to connect several topics and domains of knowledge with 
each other. Every single sentence in the canonical text provided him with 
an occasion to open up his entire encyclopaedic treasury of knowledge 
(Wissensschatz) to the minds of his students. The amplitude and com-
plexity of the commentaries depended, of course, on the talents, knowl-
edge and enthusiasm of the students, the inspiration of their master, and 
last but not least, the amount of his salary. Furthermore, the commentary 
was also determined by the source text that was discussed in class: the 
magister needed to ensure that during his course the entire text was 
treated. Often the density of the commentary, as set against the text, 
diminished according to a pattern that was rooted in the daily practice of 
teaching. In the beginning the text was profusely commented upon, but 
as the reading progressed, less and less detailed information was given. 
Here, of course, the gradually declining ambit of the commentary resulted 
from the fact that it was precisely the introduction of the text that called 
for the most explanation, whereas in the following stages the commenta-
tor might perhaps have to cope with a lack of space, time, inspiration and 
energy.

It is significant that the whole educational system33 was insolubly con-
nected with the Latin language. From the thirteenth to the eighteenth 

32 Ann Blair, ‘The Collective Commentary as Reference Genre’, in Der Kommentar in 
der Frühen Neuzeit, ed. Ralph Häfner and Markus Völkel, Frühe Neuzeit, 115 (Tübingen: 
Max Niemeyer Verlag, 2006), p. 130, with a reference to Tiziano Dorandi, ‘Le commen-
taire dans la tradition papyrologique’, in Le commentaire entre tradition et innovation, 
Actes du colloque international de l’Institut des traditions textuelles (Paris et Villejuif, 
22-25 septembre 1999), ed. Marie-Odile Goulet-Cazé (Paris: Vrin, 2000), p. 17. 

33 Cf. Robert Black, Humanism and Education in Medieval and Renaissance Italy. 
Tradition and Innovation in Latin Schools from the 12th to the 15th Century (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2001). 
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century, any kind of serious teaching was done in Latin. Thus a thorough 
and impeccable command of Latin was a basic prerequisite; those who 
knew no Latin did not amount to much in the Republic of Letters. Com-
mentaries were essential for the teaching of Latin. During the lessons, the 
text of a classical writer (e.g. Sallust, Cicero, Juvenal, Virgil)34 was expa-
tiated upon in the usual way, i.e. sentence by sentence, with accompany-
ing explanations by the master.35 Sometimes a few lines from a classical 
poet, Juvenal for example, were enough to fill a whole college hour. The 
magister explained the grammar by discussing syntax, morphemes and 
lexemes.36 Elaborations on synonyms were especially popular. This exer-
cise served to increase the pupil’s vocabulary significantly, acting as a 
first step on the long journey towards fluent self-expression in Latin 
speech and writing (which was after all the main objective of grammar 
school). It is therefore not surprising that the magister always explained 
the text by paraphrasing it: the paraphrase is one of the main forms of 
the early modern commentary.37

In addition, rhetorical analysis also received considerable attention.38 
With a view to the proper use of the Latin language, insight into the 
rhetorical structure of a text was an absolute requirement. By analyzing 
structure, vocabulary, figures of speech, and style, the magister demon-
strated how the student could present a given topic in a rhetorically con-
vincing way. After the students had taken note of the teacher’s instruc-
tions, they were ordered to put them into practice and to imitate the 
chosen examples. In this way commentaries always led to rhetorical and 
stylistic exercises in the practical use of the Latin language. In addition, 
the master explained all matters that were evoked in the text or that could 
be associated with it; thus a wide range of subjects was considered: 
geographical names, historical persons and events, mythology, manners 
and customs, plants and animals, proverbs and sayings, etc.39 In sum, one 
could say that the whole world was discussed. Thus the classical text 

34 For the canon of classical authors taught and read in schools, see ibidem, pp. 173-
274. 

35 For the use of classical texts in school education, see ibidem, pp. 275 ff. 
36 Ibidem, pp. 288-289. 
37 Ibidem, pp. 298ff. See also Wolfgang Raible, ‘Arten des Kommentierens — Arten 

der Sinnbildung — Arten des Verstehens’, in Text und Kommentar, ed. Jan Assmann and 
Burkhard Gladigow, Archäologie der literarischen Kommunikation, 4 (Munich: Wilhelm 
Fink, 1995), p. 68. 

38 Robert Black, Humanism and Education, p. 286. 
39 Ibidem, pp. 293ff.: geography and history (pp. 293ff.); mythology (pp. 296-297). 
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20 KARL ENENKEL & HENK NELLEN

served as a ‘hook’ on which to hang knowledge of all sorts, even if that 
knowledge was only slightly (or not at all) connected with the original 
text. In the early modern period even the teaching of grammar could be 
a kind of encyclopaedism.

The commentary method described above can be seen as an intensive 
educational program that was widely diffused from the thirteenth to the 
eighteenth century. Canonized knowledge was systematically transmitted 
through a broad variety of canonical authors. In this way the program 
showed remarkable consistency and uniformity. One may therefore 
assume that, at subsequent phases in his education, the student met time 
and again with the same pieces of canonical knowledge, as he made his 
way through a curriculum designed to treat a standard set of classical 
writers. The commentary also encouraged the repetition of knowledge by 
means of textual cross-references. The commentary method enabled the 
student not only to retrieve knowledge successfully but also to identify, 
activate and apply it effectively. The ultimate purpose of the appropria-
tion of knowledge has always been its application (usus).

During the early modern period, teaching by way of the commentary 
also flourished on account of the fact that literary production was largely 
determined and stimulated by the tried-and-true procedure of ‘imitation’. 
According to this production-aesthetics, a satisfactory imitation of a liter-
ary work must be crafted by following appropriate examples, i.e. canon-
ical, mostly classical authors. The writer had to imitate the style and 
sometimes the contents of a particular example; that is, he had to adapt 
and assimilate its style and contents in an inventive way. Normative was 
the quadripartita ratio, a fourfold method that prescribed processing the 
text by amplificatio, abbreviatio, immutatio and transmutatio. In the 
early modern period, this intensive process of appropriation was often 
compared to the digestive process. In its perfect form, this literary pro-
cedure resulted in reproductions that could stand as new and valuable 
artefacts in their own right.40

At one point in history, however, at the end of the fifteenth century, it 
was only Cicero and Virgil that counted.41 With some exaggeration, one 

40 Jeroen Jansen, Imitatio. Literaire navolging (imitatio auctorum) in de Europese let-
terkunde van de Renaissance, 1500-1700 (Hilversum: Verloren, 2008), pp. 172-217, 301-
353 and 447-464. 

41 Ciceronian Controversies, ed. Joann Dellaneva - Brian Duvick (Cambridge, Mass.: 
Harvard University Press, 2007); Francesco Tateo et alii, ‘Ciceronianismus’, in His-
torisches Wörterbuch der Rhetorik, vol. 2 (Tübingen: Niemeyer, 1994), cols. 225-247. 
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can even speak of a kind of ‘grammatical imperialism’ practiced in 
schools and universities. Stylistically, a few standard canonical texts 
dominated the program. It is understandable that this lack of balance 
provoked resistance. Thus Erasmus turned his Ciceronianus (1528) 
against the monopoly of Cicero as an almost divine example of a good 
prose style. In Erasmus’ view, slavish subservience ran counter to the 
educational principles of humanism.

From the fourteenth to the seventeenth century the commentary tradi-
tion was inextricably intertwined with educational practices. Thus aca-
demic lectures, disputations and sermons were often the starting point 
and preliminary stage for written and printed commentaries. One exam-
ple of the processing of academic disputations into a huge printed bibli-
cal commentary is the Biblia Illustrata by the seventeenth-century 
Lutheran minister Abraham Calovius,42 with which he aimed to provide 
a rock-solid exegetical basis for the Lutheran confession. The close link 
with education also offers an explanation for the fact that many com-
mentaries present their contents didactically. Commentators often laid 
bare the knowledge accumulated in difficult canonical texts by paraphras-
ing it in plain language and by splitting it into ‘bite-sized’ chunks. From 
what has been said above it will be clear that this working method applied 
to all disciplines. A good example in the field of jurisprudence is Hugo 
Grotius’ De iure belli ac pacis (1625). Numerous commentaries, lecture 
notes, compendia, excerpts, tables and disputations helped the reader to 
unlock this complex and inaccessible work on natural law, the law of 
nations and the laws of war. Scholarly elaboration was all the more 
imperative since the author had provided successive editions of his work 
with a growing ‘crust’ of comments and testimonies.43

The complex role assigned to the commentary in early modern teach-
ing practices implies an extremely wide range of functions. In the first 

42 See the contribution of Henk Nellen in this volume. 
43 Frank Grunert, ‘The Reception of Hugo Grotius’ De Jure Belli ac Pacis in the Early 

German Enlightenment’, in Early Modern Natural Law Theories. Contexts and Strategies 
in the Early Enlightenment, ed. T.J. Hochstrasser and P. Schröder (Dordrecht, etc.: 
Kluwer, 2003), pp. 89-105, here p. 90. See also Jacob ter Meulen and P.J.J. Diermanse, 
Bibliographie des écrits sur Hugo Grotius imprimés au XVIIe siècle (The Hague: Martinus 
Nijhoff, 1961), pp. 22-81; Robert Feenstra et al., ‘Annotationes novae’, in Hugo Grotius, 
De iure belli ac pacis libri tres (…) Editionis anni 1939 (…) exemplar photomechanice 
iteratum (Aalen: Scientia Verlag, 1993), pp. 919-1074, and E. Müller, ‘Hugo Grotius und 
der Dreissigjährige Krieg. Zur frühen Rezeption von De jure belli ac pacis’, Tijdschrift 
voor Rechtsgeschiedenis, 77 (2009), 499-538. 
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22 KARL ENENKEL & HENK NELLEN

place, the commentary was the privileged means for teaching Latin lan-
guage, grammar, rhetoric and style. It furthermore paved the way for the 
imitation and emulation of certain classical authors, the exegesis of 
abstruse and puzzling texts and the transfer of knowledge in all disci-
plines, faculties and domains — in short, for a ‘universal’ education in 
the broadest sense of the word. But more importantly, it was also aimed 
at the ethical and religious formation of students. In humanist circles the 
belief gained ground that the classical writers offered the most important 
examples of ethically correct behavior. This was assumed not only for 
prose but also for poetry, not only for writers like Cicero, Seneca, Vale-
rius Maximus and Sallust but also for Virgil, Horace and Juvenal. Even 
these latter three were glorified as teachers of ethics, who on the one 
hand taught the student to live virtuously and on the other enabled him 
to identify and denounce bad behavior. In addition, the master had many 
different ways at his disposal for deriving moral lessons from the read-
ing of canonical authors. He could pass on his views in his published 
lecture notes, but sometimes he preferred to speak extemporaneously. 
That is perhaps the reason why ethics is not always awarded the space 
in printed humanist commentaries that it must have had in oral educa-
tion. Commentators assumed that moral lessons would be provided ex 
tempore at the master’s own discretion. In other words, the teacher’s 
ethical recommendations involved firmly embedded knowledge that did 
not need to be put into writing. Despite reservations of this kind, ethical 
instruction frequently prevails in printed commentaries on classical 
authors, often concealed or hinted at in an innuendo, but sometimes also 
stated explicitly. An example is Landino’s commentary on Horace’s Ars 
Poetica. In this commentary Landino introduced the students of the Uni-
versity of Florence into the intricacies of rhetoric, but that was not his 
only aim; it appears that he also tried to turn them into responsible and 
virtuous citizens.44 Because the cultural gap between ancient and Chris-
tian civilization yielded insurmountable frictions, commentators of the 
early modern era constantly remark on the need for the texts they edited 
to be fully adapted to their own times. Some commentaries, for example 
those on Seneca’s writings by the humanist Justus Lipsius, aimed at 
incorporating Stoicism into contemporary moral thought, although some 

44 See Christoph Pieper’s contribution in this volume. 
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of the basic tenets of this pagan philosophy did not square with the 
Christian faith.45

c. Early Modern Commentaries as Encyclopedias of Learning

The role the commentary played in the realm of education proved its 
potential for the accumulation of encyclopedic knowledge. After all, the 
commentary was capable of supplying, structuring and also connecting 
knowledge from the most diverse domains. In essence, all knowledge 
was conveyed through the commentary. Not only were the individual 
disciplines taught by commenting on canonical texts, but knowledge 
itself, general education, Allgemeinbildung or encyclios paideia, was cre-
ated and displayed in an accessible form via commentaries. The com-
mentary could be considered the medium par excellence for encyclios 
paideia. This characteristic feature went back to the Roman tradition of 
commentary, beginning in late antiquity (e.g. Servius, Macrobius), but it 
was significantly strengthened in the early modern period. One could say 
that in the early modern period all of ancient Roman (and parts of Greek) 
literature was opened up encyclopedically or, to coin a term, ‘Servi-
anised’ according to the example of the late antique commentator Servius.

A significant difference from the old tradition concerns the immensely 
extended size of the new corpus of authorized texts: instead of focusing 
on the works of Virgil only, now the whole corpus of Latin literature 
from antiquity, plus important parts of ancient Greek literature, were 
studied scrupulously. Whereas late antique commentators only cherished 
a few canonical texts, that is to say, the greatest authors and their main 
literary achievements, the humanists of the fifteenth to the seventeenth 
century canonized ancient Roman literature as a whole. This had far 
reaching consequences: encyclopaedic knowledge could now be con-
nected not only to a handful of works, but even to a fully stocked library. 
In this way early modern times saw the construction of about a hundred 
‘storehouses of knowledge’; not only important poets but also prose writ-
ers were discussed, including lesser-known and — with regard to literary 
achievement — less attractive ones like Vegetius (De re militaria),46 

45 Jan Papy, ‘Lipsius’ (Neo-)Stoicism: Constancy between Christian Faith and Stoic 
Virtue, in Grotiana n.s., 22/23 (2001/2002), 47-72. 

46 See, for example, Godescalcus Stewechius’ commentary in: Flavius Vegetius Rena-
tus, De re militari libri quatuor, post omnes omnium editiones ope veterum librorum 
correcti a Godescalco Stewechio Heusdano. Accesserunt Sex. Iuli Frontini Strategematon 
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24 KARL ENENKEL & HENK NELLEN

S. Julius Frontinus (Strategematicon and De aquaeductis),47 M. Verrius 
Flaccus (De verborum significatu), Sextus Pompeius,48 Varro (De re rus-
tica), Cato the Elder (De re rustica), Palladius (De re rustica), Columella 
(De re rustica),49 Pomponius Mela (De chorographia),50 Sextus Aurelius 
Victor (De Caesaribus), Florus (Epitome), etc. Furthermore, in addition 
to authors from the late Republic and the early imperial period, even some 
from late antiquity, such as the Panegyrici Latini, Ammianus Marcellinus,51 

libri quatuor; in eosdem Francisci Modii Notae, & G. Stewechi Coniectanea; Aelianus 
De instruendis aciebus; Modestus De vocabulis rei militaris. Accessit seorsum eiusdem 
G. Stewechi in Fl. Vegetium Commentarius (Antwerp: Christopher Plantin, 1585).  

47 See, for example, the commentaries by Franciscus Modius and Godescalcus 
Stewechius in: Veteres de re militari scriptores quotquot extant, nunc prima vice in unum 
redacti corpus. I. Flavius Vegetius Renatus, Institutorum rei militaris libri V, II. Sextus 
Julius Frontinus, Strategematum et Strategeticon libri IV, III. Claudius Aelianus, De 
instruendis aciebus, IV. Modestus, De vocabulis rei militaris, V. Polybius, De militia et 
castrametatione Romanorum, VI. Aeneas, Poliorceticus, seu de toleranda obsidione, VII. 
Incerti Auctoris, De re militari opusculum, quod M. Tullio Ciceroni vulgo inscribitur. 
Accedunt I. Godescalci Stewechii in Fl. Vegetium Commentarius. II. Ejusdem coniectanea 
et Francisci Modii notae in Sex. Jul. Frontinum. III. Petri Scriverii in Fl. Vegetium et Sex. 
Jul. Frontinum animadversiones (Wesel: Andreas van Hoogenhuysen, 1670). 

48 See, for example, Antonio Augustin’s and Joseph Scaliger’s commentaries in: 
M. Verrius Flaccus, Quae extant et Sex. Pompei Festi de verborum significatione lib. XX 
in eundem Festum annotationes (…) ex bibliotheca Antonii Augustini (Venice: Jordanus 
Zilletus, 1560); idem, Quae extant et Sex. Pompei Festi de verborum significatione libri 
XX. Iosephi Scaligeri Iulii Caesaris F. in eosdem libros castigationes, recognitae et auc-
tae (Paris: Mamertus Patissonius, in officina Roberti Stephani, 1576). 

49 See, for example, Filippo Beroaldo’s and Pietro Vettori’s commentaries on the 
Roman writers on agriculture: Opera agricolationum, Columellae, Varronis, Catonisque, 
nec non Palladii cum Annotationibus D. Philippi Beroaldi et commentariis, que in aliis 
impressionibus non extant (Bologna: Impensis Benedicti Hectoris Bononiensi, 1504); 
Pietro Vettori, Explicationes suarum in Catonem, Varronem, Columellam castiagationum 
(Paris: Robert Estienne (Stephanus), 1543); and Joseph Scaliger’s commentaries on 
Varro: Opera quae supersunt. In libros De lingua Latina coniectanea Iosephi Scaligeri. 
In libros De re rustica notae eiusdem, editio ultima, recognita et aucta (Paris: Jean Guef-
fier, 1585). 

50 For example the commentaries by Joachim Vadianus, Pedro Juan Olivares, Filippo 
Beroaldo, Henry Estienne and Jacobus and Abraham Gronovius in: Pomponius Mela, 
Libri de situ orbis tres, adiectis Ioachimi Vadiani Heluetii in eosdem Scholiis, addita 
quoque in Geographiam Catechesi […] (Vienna (Austria): Johann Singriener for Lukas 
Alantsee, 1518); Pomponii Melae de situ orbis libri tres, cum annotationibus Petri Ioan-
nis Olivari Valentini (Paris: Simon de Colines, 1539); Pomponius Mela and Solinus, Situs 
orbis descriptio. Aethici Cosmographia. C. I. Solini Polyhistor (Geneva: Henricus 
Stephanus, 1577), etc. 

51 For example the commentaries by Fredericus Lindenbrogius, Marcus Zuerius Box-
horn, Henricus Valesius and Jacobus Gronovius in: Ammianus Marcellinus, Rerum 
gestarum qui de XXXI supersunt libri XVIII, recensiti et observationibus illustrati ex 
Bibliotheca Fr. Lindenbrogi (Hamburg: Bibliopolium Frobenianum, 1609); idem, Rerum 
gestarum quae exstant. Marcus Boxhorn Zuerius recensuit et animadversionibus illustravit 
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Scriptores Historiae Augustae,52 Justin,53 Claudian,54 Ausonius,55 Orosius, 
and Eutropius,56 were dragged into the limelight after having slumbered 

(Leiden: Jean Maire, 1632); idem, Rerum Gestarum […] libri XVIII, ex MS. Codicibus 
emendati ab Henrico Valesio, et Annotationibus illustrati […] (Paris: Jean Camusat, 
1636); idem, Rerum gestarum qui de XXXI supersunt, libri XVIII, ope mss. codicum emen-
dati ab Frederico Lindenbrogio et Henrico Hadrianoque Valesiis, cum eorundem integris 
observationibus et annotationibus (…). Omnia nunc recognita ab Jacobo Gronovio, qui 
suas quoque notas passim inseruit et necessariis ad Ammiani illustrationem antiquis num-
mis ac figuris exornari curavit (Leiden: Pieter van der Aa, 1693). 

52 For example, the commentaries by Erasmus, Giovanni Battista Egnazio and Marcus 
Zuerius Boxhorn in: [Historiae Augustae scriptores]. Omnia quam antehac emendatiora; 
annotationes Desiderii Erasmi et Egnatii cognitu dignae […], Io. Baptista Egnatius, 
Ammianus Marcellinus quatuor libris auctus […] (Basel: Off. Frobeniana, 1533); (…) M. 
Boxhorn-Zuerius recensuit et animadversionibus illustravit (Leiden: Jean Maire, 1632). 

53 See, for example Henricus Glareanus’ commentary in: Iustini ex Trogi Pompeii 
Historiis externis libri XLIIII. Una cum Henrichi Loriti Glareani in eundem Iustinum 
Annotationibus, nunc primum in lucem aeditis (Basel: Heinrich Petri, 1562). 

54 For example, the commentaries by Martin Antonio Delrio, Etienne de Clavière, 
Thomas Dempster, Nicolaus Heinsius and Pieter Burman: Claudius Claudianus, Opera, 
quae exstant, omnia, ad membranarum veterum fidem castigata. Cum notis integris Mar-
tini Antonii Delrii, Stephani Claverii, et Thomae Dempsteri, auctioribus Nicolai Heinsii, 
et ineditis Petri Burmanni (…). Cum curis secundis Nicolai Heinsii, et adnotationibus 
Petri Burmanni Secundi (Amsterdam: ex officina Schouteniana, 1760). 

55 For example, the commentaries by Theodor Pullman, Elie Vinet, Mariangelo Accur-
sio, Marquard Freher, Joseph Scaliger, Jacobus Tollius, Julianus Floridus, and Jean-Baptist 
Souchay in: D. Magni Ausonii Burdigalensis opera a Theodoro Pulmanno Craneburgio 
in meliorem ordinem restituta, correcta, and scholiis illustrata, adiectis Graecis quibus-
dam epigrammatibus, ut conferri cum Latinis possint, cum Latina Graecorum interpreta-
tione (…) (Antwerp: Christopher Plantin, 1568 (colophon: 1567)); Ausonii Burdigalensis 
viri consularis omnia, quae adhuc in veteribus bibliothecis inveniri potuerunt, opera (…) 
illustrata per Eliam Vinetum Santonem (Bordeaux: Simon Millange, 1580); Magni Auso-
nii Burdigalensis viri consularis Opera a Iosepho Scaligero, et Elia Vineto denuo recog-
nita, disposita, et variarum notis illustrata (…) (Geneva: Jacob Stoer, 1588); Decii Magni 
Ausonii Burdigalensis Opera, Iacobus Tollius recensuit, et integris Scaligeri, Mariangeli 
Accursii, Freheri, Scriverii (…) notis accuratissime digestis, nec non et suis animadver-
sionibus illustravit (Amsterdam: Joannes Blaeu, 1671); Idem, Opera, interpretatione et 
notis illustravit Julianus Floridus (…), jussu Christianissimi regis in usum serenissimi 
Delphini. Recensuit, supplevit, emendavit, Dissertationem de Vita et Scriptis Ausonii 
suasque Animadversiones adjunxit Joannes-Baptista Souchay (…) (Paris: Jacques Guerin, 
1730). 

56 For example, Erasmus’ commentaries on Eutropius, Suetonius and Sextus Aurelius 
Victor in: C. Suetonii Tranquilli XII Caesares. Sexti Aurelii Victoris a D. Caesare Augusto 
usque ad Theodosium excerpta. Eutropii de gestis Romanorum Lib. X. Pauli Diaconi libri 
VIII ad Eutropii historiam additi (…). Annotationes (…) Erasmi in Suetonium, Eutropium, 
et Paulum Diaconum (…) (Venice: Aldus and Andreae [= heirs of Aldus Manutius and 
Andrea d’Asola], 1521); the commentaries by Elie Vinet, Henricus Glareanus, Thomas 
Faber and Thomas Hearne on Eutropius: Breviarium historiae Romanae, cum metaphrasi 
Graeca Paeanii, et notis integris Eliae Vineti, Henrici Glareani, Thomae et Antonii Fabri, 
Thomae Hearnii (…). Ex mss. Bibl. Lugd. Bat. rec. S. Havercampus, qui et suas et C.A. 
Heumanni notas adjecit (Leiden: J.A. Langerak, 1729); Eutropii breviarium Romanae 
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in timeless oblivion. In this large-scale program commentators from late 
antiquity were themselves commented upon, for example Macrobius and 
Donatus. Of particular importance is the fact that authors dealing with 
practical sciences were included in the canon of authors-to-be-annotated, 
such as writers on agriculture,57 military science,58 architecture (Vitruvius,59 
Frontinus), geography60 (Geographi Latini minores, e.g. M. Vipsanius 
Agrippa), land surveying (e.g. Corpus agrimensorum Romanorum, Hygi-
nus, Siculus Flaccus, Agennius Urbicus), medicine, botany, etc. It is clear 
that in the case of such authors commentaries were even more explicitly 
concentrated on practical application (usus) to everyday life. This, of 
course, applies to manuals of rhetoric as well, in which area the body of 
auctores was also considerably expanded. In the sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries, it was not only the Ars minor (= Cicero’s De inventione) and 
the Ars maior (= Auctor ad Herennium) that were considered relevant, but 
also Rutilius Lupus, Aquila Romanus, Iulius Rufinianus, Curius Fortuna-
tianus, Marius Victorinus, Sulpitius Victor, etc. And to conclude this over-
view, the ancient encyclopaedists, especially Pliny the Elder, were also 
considered canonical authors and thus received extensive commentaries. 
As the central link between various branches of knowledge, Pliny was 
reputed to be the main source of all knowledge accumulated in commen-
taries. Early modern commentators actually read him into all their texts, 
i.e. they connected the relevant knowledge found in Pliny’s vast reposi-
tory, the Naturalis Historia, to all other available texts. One could say that 
Latin literature was ‘Plinyized’.

The bulk of knowledge was further enlarged when new disciplines 
such as epigraphy, numismatics, chronology and archeology were intro-

historiae ad Valentem Augustum (…). Christophorus Cellarius recensuit iterum et com-
mentariis ubique auctis ac plenioribus locupletauit (Jena: sumtu Johannis Bielkii, 1698). 

57 Cf. supra. 
58 Cf. supra. 
59 For example, Gulielmus Philander’s commentary in: M. Vitruvii Pollionis De archi-

tectura libri decem. Cum notis, castigationibus et observationibus Guilielmi Philandri 
integris, Danielis Barbari excerptis et Claudii Salmasii passim insertis. Praemittuntur 
Elementa Architecturae collecta ab Illustri Viro Henrico Wottono Equite Anglo. Accedunt 
Lexicon Vitruvianum Bernardini Baldi Urbinatis Guastellae Abbatis; et ejusdem Scamilli 
Impares Vitruviani, De pictura, libri tres Absolutissimi Leonis Baptistae de Albertis. De 
sculptura Excerpta maxime animadvertenda ex Dialogo Pomponii Gaurici Neapolitani, 
Ludovici Demontiosii Commentarius De Sculptura et Pictura (…). Omnia in unum col-
lecta, digesta et illustrata a Ioanne de Laet Antwerpiano (Amsterdam: Lodewijk Elzevier, 
1649).  

60 Cf. supra. 
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duced into early modern commentaries. The same effect was created by 
the booming interest in cultural history (on topics like gladiatorial games 
and pagan religion) and (unpreserved) material culture (e.g. clothing). To 
these disciplines, completely new fields of research, such as cartography, 
empirical medicine, anatomy and perspective painting, were added. To 
the extent that many disciplines found detailed elaboration in commentar-
ies, the commentary came to fulfill its original function as a storehouse 
of knowledge. Here we see a hitherto unprecedented expansion that has 
hardly been mapped by modern research. Even the most obscure sciences 
were included and, eventually, fully integrated in the canon of knowl-
edge.

A further trend was of great importance. Once the limits of the schol-
arly commentary had been so radically expanded, all knowledge on every 
domain, recorded in all works, written by all authors, could be connected 
to build one huge system. At the same time, the printing press created a 
snowball effect: the rapidly expanding arsenal of knowledge was widely 
disseminated in print, increasing the number of storehouses of knowledge 
by the day. In most cases, a single commentary on a valuable author was 
not deemed enough. More and more, new commentators appeared to 
incorporate, scrutinize, refute, and enlarge existing commentaries. Each 
addition was seen as a reason to reprint the original source text together 
with the previous commentaries. Some classical authors, such as Virgil, 
Valerius Maximus, Ovid, Martial, Juvenal, Horace, Cicero, Tacitus and 
Pliny the Elder, received dozens of published commentaries. This meant 
that during the sixteenth century many of these new storehouses of knowl-
edge became available throughout Latin-speaking Europe. In fact, it suf-
ficed for a student to peruse a few of these new annotated reference works 
if he sought to achieve a satisfactory level of encyclios paideia. The way 
these commentaries were used is revealing. It appears that early modern 
scholars often avoided studying the source text in favor of the commen-
tary. This gave the commentary pride of place as an educational medium. 
It was above all in the commentary that relevant knowledge was stored.

This trend led to the gathering of the greatest amount of knowledge 
possible. Copia, that is, a large amount of material, was the magic word. 
Accumulation of knowledge was an important, if not the most important, 
characteristic of the early modern commentary. Commentators built 
on the work of predecessors by revising, refining and enriching it. The 
more extensive, the better. Consequently, commentaries tend to become 
gradually larger. A pioneer in the tradition was Niccolò Perotti, whose 
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28 KARL ENENKEL & HENK NELLEN

commentary on one book of Martial, the Spectaculorum liber, filled no 
less than about 1000 folio columns. As the Spectaculorum liber only 
numbers about 1000 verses, Perotti spent a whole folio column per line. 
Moreover, the Basle edition of 1532 is prefaced with an index that runs 
100 folio pages and contains about 25 000 entries.61 What is striking is 
that this index was intended to enhance the accessibility of Perotti’s com-
mentary, while the text of Martial was ignored. Perotti’s commentary is 
entitled Cornu copiae sive Linguae Latinae Commentarii — and rightly 
so. It is clear that the Cornu copiae can be considered a secondary text 
only in a formal sense. In fact, it functions as an independent work that 
is intended as a manual of the Latin language; mediating the text of 
Martial was only a marginal concern. Perotti’s goal was to transmit his 
vast knowledge regarding the Latin language: knowledge of synonyms, 
idiomatic expressions and other aspects of the language. A single word 
in the sixth verse of the Spectaculorum liber, the verb ‘ferant’, elicited 
700 examples of the use of the verb fero assembled from all of Latin 
literature.62 Perotti’s commentary was specifically directed at the entire 
Latin language, but it was not exclusively this broad focus that brought 
about its extraordinary length. In the second half of the seventeenth cen-
tury, all commentaries on text editions of classical authors tended to 
swell and reach 1000 pages or more, often in quarto.

The encyclopedic aspect can be seen forcefully in such commentaries. 
After all, they aimed at an exhaustive survey of the knowledge that had 
been accumulated over time in the process of explaining canonical source 
texts. For the Bible one may refer to the Critici sacri, a massive collec-
tion of commentaries by a series of interpreters of various nationalities 
and religious backgrounds. Since the exegetical material was ordered 
according to the sequence of passages in the Bible, and only secondarily 
according to the different exegetes, readers were given easy access to the 
discussions that a certain biblical passage had aroused in the past. The 
first edition (ed. John Pearson: London, 1660) included nine volumes 
totaling nearly 10,000 pages in two columns. The imprint lent itself well 

61 Cornu copiae seu Latinae linguae commentarii locupletissimi (…) (Basel: Valenti-
nus Curio, 1532). The index is placed in front, before the main text. Its length is ca. 100 
folio-pages, with five columns on each page; each page contains ca. 50 entries. For 
Perotti’s Cornu copiae, see Martine Furno, Le Cornucopiae de Niccolò Perotti. Culture 
et méthode d’un humaniste qui aimait les mots (Geneva: Droz, 1995). 

62 Ann M. Blair, Too Much to Know. Managing Scholarly Information before the 
Modern Age (New Haven - London: Yale University Press, 2010), p. 129, referring to 
Martine Furno, Le Cornucopiae de Niccolò Perotti, p. 133. 
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to consultation in combination with the polyglot Bible edited by Isaac 
Walton (1654-1657). The second edition (1698) was published by a cor-
porate firm in Amsterdam and Utrecht.63

d. Commentaries and Textual Criticism

The large-scale process of the thorough revision and re-authorisation of 
knowledge, science and literature in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries 
was in part motivated by the sceptical attitude that the humanists had 
toward the texts at their disposal. These texts were passed down to them 
in manuscripts that had been produced by medieval scribes, and the 
humanists soon came to realize that these manuscripts were full of errors. 
Evidently, most texts of classical authors had been transcribed many 
times before they wound up in the hands of the humanist scholars. Man-
uscripts produced in late antiquity have come down to us only very rarely 
(about 0.2 percent). As far as can be ascertained, the material transmis-
sion of texts goes back no further than the Carolingian period, i.e. the 
ninth century. Already in the Renaissance a manuscript of this age was 
numbered among the ‘codices vetustissimi’ or ‘codices pervetusti’.64 
Texts suffered the ravages of time, and their transmission entailed a 
degree of corruption that at first sight seemed irreparable. In addition, the 
scholars of the early modern period had no central register of manuscripts 
at their disposal. This meant that it was a toilsome task to acquire reliable 
manuscripts, let alone to construct a census of all surviving manuscripts. 
Usually, humanists had to content themselves with one or only a few 
codices that happened to be present within their local range, and this 
‘selection’ was not just haphazard but also far too limited to gain a clear 
overview of the history of its transmission. Often only high- or late-
medieval manuscripts (12th-14th centuries) were available. The human-
ists had an excellent knowledge of Latin, however, and this is what 
allowed them to ascertain that the surviving texts had suffered severe 

63 See Jacob ter Meulen and P.J.J. Diermanse, Bibliographie des écrits imprimés de 
Hugo Grotius (The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1950), nos. 1142 and 1143; Hugh de Que-
hen, ‘Pearson, John (1613–1686)’, Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 2004; online edn, Jan 2008: http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/21717, 
accessed 28 Feb 2012, and Peter N. Miller, ‘The “Antiquarianization” of Biblical Schol-
arship and the London Polyglot Bible (1653-1657)’, in Journal of the History of Ideas, 62 
(2001), 463-482.

64 Cf. Silvia Rizzo, Il lessico filologico degli umanisti, Sussidi eruditi, 26 (Rome: 
Edizioni di storia e letteratura, 1973), p. 165. 
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damage. They expended much time and effort to improve and explain 
these texts, for theirs was a solemn goal: to restore the ancient authors 
in all their former glory.65

In a concomitant (and earth-shaking) development that quickly intensi-
fied towards the end of the fifteenth century, the printing press paved the 
way for a basically boundless and smooth diffusion of carefully purified 
texts in copies that possessed an identical content and form. Texts that had 
already been printed were checked and improved on the basis of newly 
found manuscripts. This hard work led to a new authorization of those 
texts, sometimes with far-reaching consequences. Given the lack of man-
uscripts, it is understandable that the humanists’ textual criticism was not 
primarily focused on the collation or literal comparison of codices. They 
relied on their expert philological knowledge (ope ingenii) rather than on 
the collation of as many manuscript witnesses as possible (ope codicum). 
Especially during the first phase of critical revision, they were happy to 
follow their philological intuition, which meant that they collated the text 
that was to be edited only secondarily, on crucial points where the sense 
seemed corrupted. Textual emendations were often implemented indepen-
dently of direct manuscript evidence. Sometimes these changes were sug-
gested by the inspection of other passages in works by the same author; 
in other cases a general, albeit thorough knowledge of the ancient authors 
was decisive — after all, these revered authors functioned as the main 
examples of proper Latin usage. On the basis of dedicated study the editor 
considered it feasible to project himself into the personality of the author, 
into his idiom and literary tradition, to such an extent that he could ‘heal’ 
textual decay by means of ‘guesses’ (i.e. ‘conjectures’).

The philological work done by the humanists is only partially reported 
in their printed text editions. Many editorial adaptations, corrections and 
even conjectures were made silently. Apparently, humanists were loath to 
scrupulously indicate, let alone account for, all the changes they made, as 
is an absolute requirement in modern textual criticism. But they were 
inclined to explain their modus operandi in great detail in the commentary 
in instances where boasting about their conjectures or textual interventions 
seemed in order, for example when they were convinced of having finally 
resolved a very difficult problem. Since many humanists made a habit of 
advancing as many conjectures as possible, simply to demonstrate their 

65 For humanist textual criticism and philology, see John Edwin Sandys, A History of 
Classical Scholarship, vol. II: From the Revival of Learning to the End of the Eighteenth 
Century (New York: Hafner, 1958); Rudolf Pfeiffer, History of Classical Scholarship 
from 1300 to 1850 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1976). 
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ingenuity, printed commentaries also contain many critical observations. 
Only in a few cases, however, is the entire commentary devoted to textual 
criticism, such as in the Tacitus edition (editio princeps 1574) by Justus 
Lipsius,66 or in Ermolao Barbaro’s edition of Pliny’s Naturalis Historia 
(completed in 1492 and supplemented with Castigationes Plinianae).67 
Editions that were annotated in this way provided the surviving works of 
antiquity with an entirely new basis and thus resulted in a revolutionary 
re-authorization of the text. Barbaro took such pride in his efforts that he 
boasted of having improved the text of Pliny in more than 5000 (sic) 
places.68

Of course, if occasional critical annotations were dispersed in a broadly 
elaborated commentary, their author was no longer confident that they 
would receive sufficient attention. How should he proceed to guarantee 
that his findings would be recorded as a remarkable philological achieve-
ment? The fear of undeserved oblivion underlies the popularity of the 
genre of the variae lectiones, antiquae lectiones or annotationes. Some 
humanists gathered their favorite emendations on texts written by differ-
ent classical authors and brought them together in a work issued under 
their own name. The variegated nature of these works allowed them to 
show off philological ingenuity, critical spirit, erudition and deep under-
standing of the classical authors. The commentary on the original text 
could also give them the opportunity to indulge in contrariness, e.g. when 
they followed their own views against dominant opinion; in such cases 
commentaries turned into a playground for intellectual competition.69 
Examples of commentaries of this sort are the Lectiones antiquae of 
Caelius Rhodiginus (editio princeps 1516),70 Hadrian Junius’ Animad-
versa (1556),71 and Justus Lipsius’ Variae lectiones (1569).72

66 Antwerp: Christopher Plantin, 1574. 
67 Hermolai Barbari patritii Veneti in C. Plinii Naturalis Historiae libros castigationes 

(…) (Basel: Ioannes Velder, 1534); Castigationes Plinianae et in Pomponium Melam, ed. 
Giovanni Pozzi (Padua: Antenore, 1973-1979). 

68 The Classical Tradition, ed. Anthony Grafton - Glenn W. Most - Salvatore Settis 
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2010), p. 146. 

69 Jean Ceard, ‘Les transformations’, pp. 105-106. 
70 Ann M. Blair, Too much to know, p. 128, referring to Lodovicus Caelius Rhodiginus 

(Lodovico Ricchieri), Lectionum antiquarum libri sedecim (Venice: Aldus and Andreas 
Socerus, 1516), fol. AA4r, where he explains that ‘he had reduced in one body whatever 
he had gathered in his reading’ and had ‘mingled wonderfully diverse libations into one 
draught just as the bees make nectar from the varied saps of the flowers’. 

71 Hadrianus Junius, Animadversorum libri sex, omnigenae lectionis thesaurus, in qui-
bus infiniti pene autorum loci corriguntur et declarantur, nunc primum et nati et in lucem 
aediti (Basel: Michael Isengrin, 1556). 

72 Antwerp: Christopher Plantin, 1569. 
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e. Commentaries and the Cultural History of Antiquity (Ars Antiquitatis)

From the fifteenth century onwards a new historical consciousness 
emerged. Humanists became aware of the huge gap that divided the 
ancients from their own time. Cultural, material and social life had 
changed in so many decisive ways that, in their view, it was no longer 
possible for ancient texts to be understood without detailed explanation. 
Therefore, they founded and developed the new discipline of antiquarian-
ism (ars antiquitatis), or what we might call the cultural history of antiq-
uity.73 The father of this discipline was the Italian humanist Flavio 
Biondo, who wrote a seminal work, Roma triumphans (completed by the 
end of 1459), in which he expatiated on the religion of the Romans, their 
civil and military life, the role of the family, social etiquette, household 
goods, clothing, architecture in both private and public sectors, funeral 
rituals and entertainment.74 In short, Roma triumphans gave insight into 
the whole of cultural life insofar as it could be derived from the written 
sources. Next to antiquarianism, disciplines such as epigraphy, numis-
matics and a kind of proto-archeology came into being.

The prevailing notion was that ancient society would reveal itself when 
subjected to a systematic study of its institutions, rites and practices and, 
more importantly, that it would serve as a blueprint for improving con-
temporary social life. Antiquarianism, or the ars antiquitatis, developed 
during the sixteenth century into a flourishing branch of science.75 The 
knowledge generated by the ars antiquitatis was applied in university 
teaching (history) as well as in commentaries on classical authors. The 
preference for detail in authors like Martial, Suetonius, Juvenal, Ovid and 
Propertius provided additional occasion for extensively recording all 

73 K.A.E. Enenkel, ‘Ars Antiquitatis: Erkenntnissteuerung und Wissensverwaltung in 
Werken zur römischen Kulturgeschichte (ca. 1500-1750)’, in: Cognition and the Book. 
Typologies of Formal Organisation of Knowledge in the Printed Book of the early modern 
period, ed. Karl Enenkel - Wolfgang Neuber, Intersections. Yearbook for Early Modern 
Studies, 4 (Leiden-Boston: E.J. Brill, 2004), pp. 51-123; Angelo Mazzocco, ‘Linee di 
sviluppo dell’antiquaria del Rinascimento’, in Poesia e poetica delle rovine di Roma, ed. 
Vincenzo di Caprio (Rome: Istituto Nazionale di Studi Romani, 1987), pp. 55-71; Roberto 
Weiss, The Renaissance Discovery of Classical Antiquity (Oxford-New York: Basil Black-
well, 1969; 2nd ed. 1988). 

74 Roma triumphans (Brescia or Mantua, published by an unidentified printer in the 
period 1472-1475; Brescia: Bartolomaeus Vercellensis, 1482; Brescia: Angelus Britan-
nicus, 1503; Paris: Simon Collinaeus, 1532-1533). On the Roma triumphans see Angelo 
Mazzocco, ‘Some Philological Aspects of Flavio Biondo’s Roma triumphans’, in Huma-
nistica Lovaniensia, 28 (1979), 10-15. 

75 Cf. Enenkel, ‘Ars Antiquitatis’. 
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kinds of cultural and historical knowledge in a commentary. For exam-
ple, commentaries on Suetonius, Martial and the Panegyrici Latini pro-
vided the opportunity to present numismatic and epigraphic material in 
the form of woodcuts and engravings (cf. below figs.).

f. Political Commentary

As stated above, the knowledge accumulated in commentaries was 
intended for practical use (usus). This, of course, applied a fortiori to the 
political commentary. Many ancient works were utilized as a framework 
or referential basis for political speeches, treatises and manifestos. 
Particularly fruitful in this regard were — apart from political writings 
such as Cicero’s De officiis, Aristotle’s Politics and Macrobius’ com-
mentary on Cicero’s Somnium Scipionis — historiographical works, 
biographies and collections of exempla, such as Suetonius’ De vita Cae-
sarum and Valerius Maximus’ Factorum et dictorum memorabilium libri 
novem. Thus Suetonius’ biographies of twelve Roman Emperors could 
be interpreted as twelve succinct mirrors of princes, which provided read-
ers with examples of successful or censurable political behavior. The 
same applies mutatis mutandis to Valerius Maximus’ work.76 Cicero’s 
De officiis contained observations and instructions for princes, republican 
rulers and other dignitaries working within the governmental hierarchy. 
Vegetius (De re militari), Frontinus (Strategematicon) and Polybius’ his-
torical work were read and evaluated as military manuals for princes and 
leaders of cities and republics. The main objective of the political com-
mentator was to prepare the ancient works for contemporary use. Of note 
in the military domain are Machiavelli’s commentary on Livy (Discorsi)77 

76 For this aspect of the commentary, see the contribution by Karl Enenkel in the 
present volume. 

77 Harvey Mansfield, New Modes and Orders, A study of the Discourses on Livy 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2001); Hans Baron, ‘The Composition and Struc-
ture of Machiavelli’s Discorsi’, Journal of the History of Ideas, 14 (1953), 136–156; John 
Greville Agard Pocock, The Machiavellian Moment: Florentine Political Thought and the 
Atlantic Republican Tradition, 2nd ed. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2003); 
Machiavelli and Republicanism, ed. Gisela Bock - Quentin Skinner - Maurizio Viroli 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990); Quentin Skinner, Foundations of Mod-
ern Political Thought, vol. 1: The Renaissance (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1978); John M. Najemy, ‘Baron’s Machiavelli and Renaissance Republicanism’, Ameri-
can Historical Review, 101 (1996), 119–129. 
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and Lipsius’ commentary on Polybius (Polyorceticon).78 Machiavelli, for 
example, highlights the advantages of a civilian army — such as existed 
in the Roman Republic — over an army of mercenaries, which was likely 
to bring the state into great danger. He therefore advises the Florentines 
to enlist an army of civilians.

During the sixteenth century special attention was given to Tacitus’ 
Annales and Historiae. Both works were considered to be particularly 
useful, as the prince was a central theme and the author often analyzed 
his actions in a critical, if not a cynical vein.79 Depending on the social 
position or political affiliation of the commentator, the Annales and His-
toriae might be interpreted as a guide for the prince, for his courtiers or 
for republican citizens living in a monarchical context. During the six-
teenth century, Tacitus’ historical work came to serve as a replacement 
for Machiavelli’s Il Principe, which was banned by the Inquisition in 
1559 and again in 1564. Not only Machiavelli admitted that the prince 
was allowed to lie and deceive for the sake of the state’s interests (and 
those of the prince himself), but Tacitus also offered arguments for triv-
ializing and even justifying moral versatility. Pessimistic as it was, 
Tacitean anthropology proved to be a major inspiration for individuals 
who had to cope with the abuse, religious repression, riots and other 
adversities that were inextricably linked with the human condition. The 
philosopher Seneca offered a kindred moral lesson to his readers: both 
prince and people should learn that piety and the prudent use of raison 
d’état would make life endurable.

78 Jeanine De Landtsheer, ‘Justus Lipsius’ De militia Romana: Polybius Revived or 
How an Ancient Historian was Turned into a Manual of Early Modern Warfare’, in 
Recreating Ancient History. Episodes from the Greek and Roman Past in the Arts and 
Literature of the Early Modern Period, ed. Karl Enenkel - Jeanine de Landtsheer - Jan L. 
de Jong, Intersections. Yearbook for Early Modern Studies, 1 (2001) (Leiden: Brill, 2001), 
pp. 101-122. 

79 Arnoldo Momigliano, ‘The First Political Commentary on Tacitus’, Journal of 
Roman Studies, 37 (1947), 91-101; idem, ‘Tacitus and the Tacitist Tradition’, in idem, 
The Classical Foundations of Modern Historiography, Sather Classical Lectures, 
54 (Berkeley, Calif., etc.: University of California Press, 1990), pp. 109-131; Guiseppe 
Toffanin, Machiavelli e il ‘Tacitismo’. La ‘politica storica’ al tempo della Controriforma 
(Naples: A. Draghi, 1927; 2nd edn 1972); Peter Burke, ‘Tacitism’, in Tacitus, ed. Thomas 
A. Dorey (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1969), pp. 149-171; Kenneth C. Schell-
hase, Tacitus in Renaissance Political Thought (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 
1976); Else-Lilly Etter, Tacitus in der Geistesgeschichte des 16. und 17. Jahrhunderts, 
Basler Beiträge zur Geschichtswissenschaft, 103 (Basel-Stuttgart: Helbing and Lichten-
hahn, 1966). 
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It goes without saying that a given commentator’s views on whether 
and how raison d’état should be applied were highly dependent on his 
moral stance and political preferences. In any case, early modern com-
mentaries on classical authors often reveal a clear occupation with con-
temporary issues. The commentator’s allegiances determined the topics 
he covered, e.g., the advantages of republican government against mon-
archy, the right of rebellion against the duty of obedience, the desirabil-
ity of a suspension of moral rules for the sake of national interest, or the 
need for a modest, virtuous lifestyle.

g.  Commentaries as Stimuli for Social Cohesion and as Polemical 
Platforms

Another important feature of the commentary was its capacity to estab-
lish and confirm group cohesion. Commentaries on a canonical text were 
conducive to the formation and strengthening of the identity of a nation, 
religious denomination, scholarly community or any other distinct group 
in society. The social context in which the commentary functioned is 
difficult to ascertain. Commentaries on Latin texts were produced in aca-
demic circles. At the university, the magistri commented on texts pre-
scribed by the curriculum, thus enabling their students to become theo-
logians, lawyers or physicians. As a matter of course, the students 
continued this tradition once they themselves had been appointed to edu-
cational posts and began to produce commentaries in their turn. Masters 
and students all operated in the same ‘interpretative community’. Of 
course, a group of academic readers of this kind had rather fluid bound-
aries. The same was the case, if not more so, with groups involved in 
writing and reading commentaries on texts in the vernacular (whether 
original works or translations from the Latin). Commentaries on these 
texts were consumed in a small, elite group, such as the court of a king 
or a nobleman. 

The commentary’s capacity for strengthening esprit de corps among its 
readers is closely connected to its use as a polemical tool. Commentaries 
were often used as weapons in confessional controversy. This is evident in 
early modern Bible commentaries, but religious and apologetic motives can 
be seen in many historical explanations as well. Isaac Casaubon’s De rebus 
sacris et ecclesiasticis exercitationes XVI (1614) consists of criticism for 
the lack of critical acumen his opponent Cesare Baronio showed towards 
sources regarding the historical foundation of the Church of Rome in his 
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Annales ecclesiastici (Rome 1588-1607). Again and again Casaubon points 
out how an insufficient command of Greek and Hebrew had led Baronio 
astray in the thick forest of early Christian texts.80 The commentary gath-
ered in the Exercitationes is one long chain of animadversaria. There are 
sixteen chapters or exercitationes of varying length, of which the longer 
ones are in turn divided into sections. The chapters begin with a list of 
keywords and the passage in the Annales targeted by Casaubon, but after 
that torrents of unformatted text simply washed over the reader. Casaubon 
was a pious and convinced Protestant who sought to counter the growing 
repression of his faith by demonstrating that its doctrinal principles had 
already been present in the early church. This intellectual program could 
only be realized through a return to the original sources.81 

Casaubon’s Exercitationes is just one example among many. The way 
in which literary writers, theologians, political thinkers and scholars used 
the commentary to sharply articulate their visions and to impose them on 
readers does not need further elaboration. It is clear that the commentary 
lent itself well to discussion and controversy. As opposed to the direct 
confrontation of a pamphlet, this medium also offered the advantage of 
allowing the commentator to hide behind the source text, giving him 
space to air his convictions and at the same time sheltering him from 
criticism for heterodoxy. The irenicist Hugo Grotius (1583-1645) stepped 
forward as a promoter of the unification of Christian churches in a com-
mentary on a commentary on the Augsburg Confession. Grotius embraced 
the same strategy in his voluminous biblical annotations, which he 
assigned a pivotal role in advancing peace among Christians. Sometimes, 
philological research served as a starting point for the development and 
spread of a new scientific doctrine. Pierre Gassendi (1592-1655) prepared 
an extensively annotated edition and Latin translation of the description 
of Epicurus’ doctrine found in Book X of Diogenes Laertius’ Lives and 
Opinions of Eminent Philosophers,82 thus contributing to the seventeenth-
century revival of atomism. It is noteworthy that Gassendi sought to 
achieve his main objective — the explanation of Epicurus’ ideas on phys-

80 Grafton - Weinberg,‘I have always loved the Holy Tongue’, pp. 16, 183 and 189. 
81 Anthony Grafton, Defenders of the Text. The Traditions of Scholarship in an Age of 

Science, 1450-1800 (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1991), pp. 145-177; 
Grafton - Weinberg,‘I have always loved the Holy Tongue’, pp. 22 and 164-230. 

82 Published in the Animadversiones in decimum librum Diogenis Laertii (Lyons: Guil-
laume Barbier, 1649). While working continuously on Epicurus’ philosophy, Gassendi 
added much interpretative material to his Syntagma Philosophicum (Opera omnia, vols 
1-2, Lyons: Anisson - Devenet, 1658). 
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ics — not only in his commentary but also in his translation and even in 
his idiosyncratic method of establishing the Greek text. As an editor, 
Gassendi took liberties that would be rejected as biased and unhistorical 
according to modern standards. For he subordinated the establishment of 
the text to its interpretation. At the same time, however, he showed a 
sincere belief in the importance of philological accuracy; he made use of 
two Greek manuscripts and a host of editions in preparing his own ver-
sion.83 Gassendi’s natural philosophy, based as it was on materialistic and 
empirical principles, established a bridge to heterodox movements like 
skepticism, deism and libertinism. His attitude towards these movements 
still elicits discussion. The ‘case of Gassendi’ shows that the commentary 
played an important role in the shift of scientific paradigms.84

h. Parafrasis as Literary Exercise

Already in ancient times, the paraphrase found wide application as an 
educational method. The commentator reproduced the text he commented 
on in his own, much simpler language. Obviously, this kind of adaptation 
was preferable when poetic texts were to be explained. Ancient Latin 
poetry is characterized by a very free and creative arrangement of words 
(positio verborum; consider the Odes of Horace or Virgil’s Aeneid) and 
by metaphorical language. Therefore it was only natural that commenta-
tors transposed difficult metrical passages into prose paraphrases. In the 
late Middle Ages and Early Modern Times the method of paraphrasing 
caught on because of its extensive use at grammar schools and universi-
ties.85 From the beginning, school education focused on an active com-
mand of the Latin language through various exercises (exercitia). Crucial 
in this program was the imitation of the ancient writers, which was ulti-
mately supposed to result in a competitive assimilation known as aemu-
latio. So the paraphrase of ancient texts was an important school exercise, 
but how was this method applied? Sometimes the students were ordered 

83 Emmanuel Bury, ‘La preuve philologique comme argument: Gassendi et Épicure 
face à la révolution scientifique (1624-1658)’, in Philologie als Wissensmodell / La phi-
lologie comme modèle de savoir, ed. Denis Thouard et al., Pluralisierung und Autorität, 
20 (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2010), pp. 207-227.  

84 Cf. Olivier R. Bloch, La philosophie de Gassendi. Nominalisme, matérialisme et 
métaphisique, Archives internationales des idées, 58 (The Hague: Nijhoff, 1971), 
pp. XIV-XVI. 

85 For this aspect, see above; cf. also Robert Black, Humanism and Education, esp. 
pp. 298-300. 
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to transform passages from poets into a prose text; sometimes they were 
to rewrite them in their own verses. Special skills were required if the 
student was to recycle texts of one writer in the style of another writer 
or of another genre. In this way students trained the ‘muscles’ of their 
Latin proficiency, especially their lexical and idiomatic knowledge. It 
was felt that if a text was to be understood through and through, then 
paraphrase should always be the first step. Early modern commentators 
used this method very frequently, not only to clarify the source text, but 
also to display their masterly command of Latin. Because the proper use 
of synonyms was considered essential, paraphrasing also helped to 
address textual problems in a reliable way. This approach was certainly 
decisive for university education. In principle, the teacher (magister, pro-
fessor) always presented a text in its paraphrased form. Departing from 
this paraphrase, he then treated the questions and problems that were 
related to the text or could be tied to it. Due to the importance of the 
paraphrase in the educational system, this instructional practice lodged 
itself in the flesh and blood of all late medieval and early modern com-
mentators. In other words, it became an entrenched habit, a standard 
modus cogitandi, legendi et meditandi. The late medieval and early mod-
ern scholar was always tempted to paraphrase a text first — for he con-
sidered paraphrasing the best way to appropriate it definitively. This 
obviously applies not only to commentaries on classical writers, but also 
to biblical exegesis. In some cases, the paraphrase of the source text was 
the main or even the sole purpose of the commentator. A good example 
is offered by Erasmus, whose paraphrases of the New Testament led to 
a veritable flood of scholarly polemics.

i. Manuscript Annotations in Printed Books

Manuscript annotations in printed books represent a special category of 
commentaries.86 In fact, handwritten marginal notes served the same 
functions as notes in printed commentaries. Yet there are certain func-
tions for which they were particularly suitable, functions related to the 
direct, spontaneous nature of this kind of commentary: e.g., exclamations 

86 Craig Kallendorf, ‘Marginalia and the Rise of Early Modern Subjectivity’, in On 
Renaissance Commentaries, ed. Marianne Pade, Noctes Neolatinae / Neo-Latin Texts and 
Studies, 4 (Hildesheim, etc.: Olms, 2005), pp. 111-128, here p. 111-113; Ann Blair, ‘The 
Rise of Note-Taking in Early Modern Europe’, in Intellectual History Review, 20 (2010), 
306-316. 
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and other reflections on the text (‘pulcher locus!’), emendations of the 
printed text, the marking of passages for memorization, elaboration or 
personal indexing, and the listing of references to other texts in other 
printed editions.87 In the period of late humanism, there was a major dif-
ference between a printed commentary meant for public consumption and 
an individual note jotted down for personal use. This can be seen in the 
annotations Isaac Casaubon scattered across the books that he studied for 
his editorial projects. The notes in the margins and on the end leaves 
reflect one side of a prolonged dialogue with the studied text. Sometimes 
Casaubon concluded this dialogue with a succinct but sharp analysis of 
the author’s work on the title page. The difference between private and 
public audience becomes particularly evident in cases where Casaubon 
reworked his manuscript annotations into a printed commentary. Usually, 
the printed texts only reveal the ultimate fruits of his labor, whereas the 
underlying flashes of intuition, the explorations outside of well-trodden 
paths of research and the complicated mixture of discoveries, detours and 
failures remain concealed (although they can be reconstructed, albeit with 
great difficulty, from the personal notes he made for his own use). The 
examination of hurriedly scrawled manuscript glosses in printed works 
is toilsome and time-consuming, but if this source material is compared 
to the results reported in printed works, insight can be gained into the 
daily practices of scholarly life.88

5. The Layout of the Early Modern Commentary

The early modern commentary was coupled with the source text in vari-
ous ways: it could be placed in the margin (alternating on the right and 
left side), below the text [figs. 1 and 2],89 as a ‘frame’ on two sides 
[figs. 3 and 4],90 three sides [fig. 6];91 or four sides around the text 

87 Ann Blair, ‘Reading Strategies for Coping with Information Overload, ca. 1550-
1700’, in Journal of the History of Ideas, 64 (2003), 11-28, here pp. 17-19.  

88 Grafton - Weinberg,‘I have always loved the Holy Tongue’, pp. 1-30 and passim. 
89 D. Junii Juvenalis et Auli Persii Flacci Satyrae, cum veteris scholiastae et variorum 

commentariis, accurante Cornelio Schrevelio (Leiden-Rotterdam: ex officina Hackiana, 
1664), p. 3. 

90 For example, Raffaele Regio’s commentary in P. Ovidii Nasonis (…) Metamorpho-
seos libri XV. In eosdam libros Raphaelis Regii luculentissime enarrationes (…) (Venice: 
Bernardinus de Bindonibus, 1540), f. CIr. Private collection. 

91 Ibidem, f. XXv. 
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[fig. 5],92 as an appendix to the main text [fig. 7],93 or as a separate text 
(also after the main text, with or without new pagination). Sometimes, 
the commentary also appeared independently of the source text, in a 
separate publication provided with its own title page and pagination [fig. 
8 and 9].94 To distinguish the commentary from the ‘body’, many typo-
graphical devices were used, such as variation of type founts, transition 
to another size of the same fount,95 insertion of interlinear spaces (white 
or empty lines), introduction of special marks or section characters (C), 
etc.96

Over time, a general development can be seen in the layout of the 
printed commentary. In the late fifteenth and the beginning of the six-
teenth century many commentaries appeared as a ‘frame’ around the text, 
according to a custom that came into use as early as the late Middle Ages. 
The commentary was often given a smaller fount size. To distinguish 
between individual entries, a blank space proved to be a handy device. 
This effect could be strengthened, for example, by starting entries with a 
paragraph mark or an initial capital letter. Yet such sub-structuring into 
separate entries was not mandatory in ‘frame-commentaries’. For this 
reason this kind of commentary was sometimes off-putting to the reader 
and seemed like a fairly unstructured whole encircling or even eclipsing 
the text. The dominance of the ‘frame-commentary’ continued during the 
first decades of the sixteenth century, especially during the post-incunab-
ula period (1500-1530). But even at the end of the sixteenth century 
examples of the ‘frame-commentary’ still make their appearance.

During the sixteenth century, printers increasingly chose other ways of 
separating body and commentary. One was to place the relevant section 

92 Raffaele Regio’s commentary in P. Ovidii Nasonis (…) Metamorphoseos libri XV, 
f. IIr. 

93 For example, Denis Lambin’s commentary on Horace: Dionysius Lambinus, In 
Horatium Flaccum ex fide atque auctoritate complurium librorum manuscriptorum (…) 
Commentarii copiosissimi et ab auctore plus tertia parte post primam editionem amplifi-
cati, editio postrema (Frankfurt a. Main, ex officina Andreae Wechelii, 1577), p. 279. 

94 Carolus Neapolis, Anaptyxis ad Fastos P. Ovidii Nasonis (Antwerp: Balthasar More-
tus, 1638). Title page and page 1. 

95 See, for example, the commentary on Juvenal by Antonio Mancinelli and Josse 
Bade, and Lambin’s commentary on Horace. These commentaries are printed in a smaller 
fount than the source text. 

96 For similar typographical devices for improving the layout of the early modern book, 
see Cognition and the Book. Typologies of Formal Organisation of Knowledge in the 
Printed Book of the Early Modern Period, ed. Karl Enenkel - Wolfgang Neuber, Intersec-
tions. Yearbook for Early Modern Studies, 4 (Brill: Leiden-Boston, 2004). 
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Fig. 1. Cornelis Schrevel, Commentary on Juvenal and Persius 
(Leiden-Rotterdam: Officina Hackiana, 1664), title page. Private Collection.
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Fig. 2. Cornelis Schrevel, Commentary on Juvenal and Persius 
(Leiden-Rotterdam: Officina Hackiana, 1664), p. 3. Private Collection.
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Fig. 3. Raffaele Regio, Commentary on Ovid, Methamorphoses 
(Venice: Bernardinus de Bindonibus, 1540), fol. CIr. Private Collection.
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Fig. 4. Raffaele Regio, Commentary on Ovid, Methamorphoses 
(Venice: Bernardinus de Bindonibus, 1540), fol. XXVr. Private Collection.
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Fig. 5. Raffaele Regio, Commentary on Ovid, Methamorphoses 
(Venice: Bernardinus de Bindonibus, 1540), fol. IIr. Private Collection.
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Fig. 6. Raffaele Regio, Commentary on Ovid, Methamorphoses 
(Venice: Bernardinus de Bindonibus, 1540), fol. XXv. Private Collection.

96085_Enenkel&Nellen_01_intro.indd   4696085_Enenkel&Nellen_01_intro.indd   46 3/07/13   16:433/07/13   16:43

Reprint from Neo-Latin Commentaries and the Management of Knowledge (1400-1700)  -  ISBN 978 90 5867 936 9  -  © Leuven University Press, 2013



 INTRODUCTION 47

Fig. 7. Denys Lambin, Commentary on Horace 
(Frankfurt a.M.: Officina Andreas Wechel, 1577), p. 279. Private Collection.
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Fig. 8. Carolus Neapolis, Commentary on Ovid, Fasti 
(Antwerp: Balthazar Moretus, 1638), title page. Private Collection.
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Fig. 9. Carolus Neapolis, Commentary on Ovid, Fasti 
(Antwerp: Balthazar Moretus, 1638), p. 1. Private Collection.
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of the commentary after each paragraph, chapter, poem or book of the 
main text, or to place the entire commentary after the whole body of the 
main text, often adding continuous folio- or page-numbering. A good 
example is the leading Horace commentary, by Dionysius Lambinus 
(Frankfurt: Andreas Wechel, 1577) [fig. 7, as above]. First comes the text 
of an ode of Horace, then the commentary on the ode. Both main text 
and commentary are printed in two columns. On average, the commen-
tary covers four to five times more space than the source text. The source 
text is visually separated from the commentary by its fount and fount 
size: the body is displayed in italics and in a large fount, the commentary 
in roman and in a smaller fount (see illustration). The individual entries 
of the commentary are separated by paragraph indentations; each entry 
is given its own paragraph. Moreover, each entry begins with a reference 
word (Bezugswort, starting point of the lemma), i.e. one (or a few) 
word(s) taken from the section of the source text to which the commen-
tary refers. These reference words are conspicuously set off in capitals; 
in addition, they are closed with a bracket. This method of presentation 
is transparent and facilitates the use of the commentary considerably. In 
this case the commentary is also situated close to the source text. In other 
formats, however, the commentary can be printed after a particular book 
or chapter of the source text, or after the source text as a whole. Then the 
reader is obliged to scroll back and forth continually, and he will have 
more trouble following a sequence of passages spread over the whole of 
the commentary. As noted above, in the sixteenth and first half of the 
seventeenth century the commentary often appeared without its source 
text, as a separate work, with a title page that featured the name of the 
commentator. Many commentaries, such as those edited by Theodorus 
Pulmannus (1511-1581) on Terence, were given a bibliographically inde-
pendent status.97

In the sixteenth century, commentators experimented with different 
layouts. On the one hand, these new formats harked back to the ‘frame 
commentary’ from the late medieval period and the beginning of the 
Renaissance; on the other hand, they aimed at a combined presentation 
of text and commentary to make consultation easier, for example by 
offering a much clearer typographical distinction between the two texts 

97 Léon Voet - Jenny Voet-Grisolle, The Plantin Press, 6 vols (Amsterdam: Van 
Hoeven, 1980-1983), nos. 2116, 2295 and 2297. See also nos. 1063, 1064, 2113, 2335 and 
2453. 
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without, however, detracting from their interconnectedness. If an inten-
sive use of the commentary was deemed necessary, one sought to remove 
barriers that otherwise would have hindered the researcher. A case in 
point is the commentary by Ubertino da Crescentino and Aulus Janus 
Parrhasius on Ovid’s Heroides (Venice: Marcantonio Zalterio, 1587). 
The main text, a collection of fictitious poetic letters exchanged by myth-
ological heroines, is annotated by letter. To optimize the connection 
between text and commentary, each letter (on average about 80-120 
verses) is divided into portions ranging from 6 to 20 lines. Each of these 
portions is then commented on. The main text appears in a large, italic 
fount, the commentary text in a smaller, roman fount. The core unit, 
consisting of 6 to 20 lines of the main text, is surrounded by white to 
create clear boundaries between itself and the commentary. The com-
mentary is then placed on two sides of the body: in the outside margin 
and at the bottom. On subsequent pages, the commentary covers the 
entire type area until the next portion of the main body is reached 
(figs. 10 and 11).

The layout of the commentary to Ovid’s Heroides also shows that 
several commentators have been at work: in the margin their respective 
contributions are indicated by the initials of their names in conspicuous 
capitals: ‘HUB.’, ‘PARR.’ and ‘ASC.’ (= Ascensius) [fig. 11, as below]. 
Nevertheless, despite the publisher’s effort, this layout contains a serious 
flaw. Since the entries are printed as an undifferentiated text-block, the 
reader will have some trouble connecting the parts of the commentary 
with the corresponding lines in the main text. A main text equipped with 
continuous line numbers would have presented a perfect solution to this 
problem. In the sixteenth century, however, this procedure for presenting 
metric texts was often regarded as unnecessary — perhaps to the surprise 
of the modern philologist.

Only in the course of the seventeenth century did the commentary tend 
to end up at the bottom of the page.98 In this case, it is usually displayed 
in a different fount and fount size, in the tried-and-true manner experi-
mented with in the previous century. In general, a preference for splitting 
the commentary in a two-columned type page prevails. The entries are 
clearly separated from each other by means of a ‘hard return’. Adding 
line numbers to the source text proved to be an infallible means of refer-
ence, since then each lemma can begin with the number of the line that 

98 Jean Céard, ‘Les transformations’, p. 109. 
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Fig. 10. Ubertino da Crescentino, Commentary on Ovid, Heroides 
(Venice: Marcus Antonius Zalterius, 1587), p. 1. Private Collection.
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Fig. 11. Ubertino da Crescentino, Commentary on Ovid, Heroides 
(Venice: Marcus Antonius Zalterius, 1587), pp. 8-9. Private Collection.
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is being commented upon. This process is used, for example, in the com-
mentary on Martial by Cornelius Screvelius (Leyden: Hack, 1661) 
[fig. 2, as above].

6. Indexing

The steady growth in the number of commentaries in late medieval and 
early modern times, and their often large size, called for additional para-
textual resources to facilitate more efficient use. Not always was the 
scholar prepared or willing to peruse the entire commentary in question. 
Roughly speaking, between ca. 1490 and ca. 1750 a shift occurred in the 
way commentaries were approached: now they became subjected to pur-
poseful, desultory or cursory use, rather than linear reading. Increasingly, 
readers consulted texts incidentally instead of consuming them from the 
first page to the last. The index was perfectly suited to assisting this new 
manner of reading. The sudden rise of the index was largely correlated 
with the invention of the printing press. The crucial advantage of the 
printed book over the manuscript was that identical pages of the text were 
diffused: apart from adjustments made before the print run had been 
completed, the layout of each page was exactly the same, including an 
equally uniform pagination, which enabled every reader to refer to the 
content of the work in an unambiguous way. The index meant a signifi-
cant improvement for the usability of texts. It was composed of words 
and numerical references to their location in the book. Quickly and with-
out wasting time, the reader could look up interesting names and themes 
without having to plow through the entire text of the work. Clearly, the 
index also greatly facilitated the scholarly exchange of ideas as well as 
debate. Now all authors could refer to specific places in their colleagues’ 
work and allot praise or blame to them. During the incunabula (ca. 1450-
1500) and post-incunabula periods (1500-1530), different methods of 
indexing and referencing were developed. For instance, one finds refer-
ences to folium X; folium X, column I/II/III/IV; page X; page X, column 
A/B, line 1, etc. Indexes that were added to incunabula sometimes 
focused on the source text alone, sometimes on the source text and the 
commentary. In the incunabula period, commentaries that appeared as 
separate works were already provided with their own index.

Milestones in the development of the printed index were erected in the 
editions of Perotti’s commentary on Martial, the Cornu copiae, issued by 
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Paganinus de Paganinis (1489 in Venice) and by Joannes Prüss (1506 in 
Strasbourg).99 Probably for the first time in the history of printing, an 
edition containing a text and commentary was outfitted with an index that 
pertained exclusively to the commentary. The importance of this index 
is evident, not only because of its large size (in Prüss’s edition nearly 140 
folio pages, each with three columns, in Paganinus de Paganinis’ edition 
about 30 folio pages, each with five columns),100 but also by the fact that 
the index was printed before the commentaries, as if it were a preface. 
The index thus served as a portal or gateway to the text. In general, the 
publishers of the Cornu copiae attached great importance to the index, 
which was improved, expanded and refined over time. Prüss, for exam-
ple, provided his 1506 edition with a much richer index than that of 
Paganinus in 1489. The reference system itself became more refined as 
well. In Paganinus’ edition of 1489, every item of the index referred to 
a particular folium. This meant that the user might have to read through 
two densely printed folio pages to arrive at the word he was interested 
in. Such searching took time, although it was considerably aided by the 
condensed information contained in marginal summaries. Already in 
1506, however, Prüss’s reference system ensured the highest degree of 
precision! Each index entry refers to folium, column (I, II, III and IV on 
each folium) and column line, while the text of the commentary is accom-
panied by a clear line-numbering (1-67). A user could thus trace every 
word without undue delay. In his 1506 edition Prüss set a standard that 
would maintain for many editions of the Cornu copiae. Its presence can 
still be seen, for example, in the 1532 edition issued by Valentinus Curio, 
who included an index that referred to columns (1-1022) and lines (1-78) 
[fig. 12]. In this way, he fulfilled the desire for the highest possible pre-
cision. With respect to typography, these editions of Perotti’s Cornu 
copiae contained pioneering innovations. The knowledge accumulated in 
the commentary was now accessible to readers who were not primarily 
interested in the source text or did not want to take it as a starting point 
for their research. This was indeed often the case, and thus these volu-
minous indices were also used as glossaries.

Much time was spent in drawing up finely itemized indices, as they 
greatly facilitated the use of commentaries. It is not difficult to understand 

99 Munich, Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, VD16 M 1156 (L Lat. 122a). 
100 The edition of the Cornu copiae by Philippus de Pinzis (Venice: Dionysius de 

Bertochis, 1494) also has an index of 30 folio pages in 5 columns.  
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Fig. 12. Niccolò Perotti, Cornucopiae seu Latinae linguae commentarii 
(Basel: Valentinus Curio, 1532), index. Private Collection.
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how a student who wanted to expand his vocabulary or sought material 
for an essay assignment could be significantly aided by an index as he 
tried to overcome his ‘writer’s block’. A detailed index made the purchase 
of an expensive commentary more attractive, and therefore it is not sur-
prising that printers frequently mentioned the index on the title page as a 
convincing selling point. Erasmus’ Adagia, which can be considered a 
kind of commentary on classical idioms and expressions, was provided 
with increasingly sophisticated indices by the author, his amanuenses and 
later publishers: from 1550 onward the editions by the Basel printer 
Johann Froben even included an index of ‘things not found in the other 
indexes’.101

7.  Related genres: Variae Lectiones, Dictionarium (Dictionary) and 

Encyclopedia

There are some special types of commentaries that should not be over-
looked in this survey.102 The early modern scholar’s occupation with 
textual criticism led to the publication of annotations in the form of 
collected castigationes, exercitationes, variae lectiones or variae anno-
tationes. These compilations of critical observations focus on a range of 
puzzling passages in a series of ancient authors. Humanists were 
extremely proud of the mastery and expertise with which they succeeded 
in ‘healing’ corrupted texts. The more textual knots (cruces) they unrave-
led, the greater their merit in the Republic of Letters. Thus it is under-
standable that these anthologies could strengthen and even establish a 
humanist’s fame and status.

The dictionary (dictionarium) can also be regarded as a commentary. 
Each headword is followed by an explanation (usually in Latin, but 
sometimes in other languages) of its semantic meaning and use. In addi-
tion, the reader is referred to passages in ancient literature where 
the word in question occurs. Generally, the entries recorded in the 

101 Ann Blair, ‘The Collective Commentary’, pp. 120-121; see the references cited in 
this article, as well as: Alexandre Vanautgaerden, Erasme typographe. La mise en page, 
instrument de rhétorique au XVIème siècle (Dissertation: Université libre de Bruxelles, 
2008), vol. 1, pp. 345-371. 

102 For a helpful survey on the nomenclature for the forms the commentary could take, 
see Wolfgang Raible, ‘Arten des Kommentierens — Arten der Sinnbildung — Arten des 
Verstehens’, pp. 51-73, esp. p. 59. 

96085_Enenkel&Nellen_01_intro.indd   5796085_Enenkel&Nellen_01_intro.indd   57 3/07/13   16:433/07/13   16:43

Reprint from Neo-Latin Commentaries and the Management of Knowledge (1400-1700)  -  ISBN 978 90 5867 936 9  -  © Leuven University Press, 2013



58 KARL ENENKEL & HENK NELLEN

dictionarium were registered in alphabetical order. But other methods of 
arrangement were also used, for example the thematic grouping of syno-
nyms, or the combination of words that belonged to a given concept or 
domain of knowledge. A special feature of the dictionary is that, as 
opposed to editions of variae lectiones, it did not permit of digressions. 
Two influential dictionaries were the Dictionarium of Ambrogio Cale-
pino (published from 1502 onwards in many editions), the most popular 
reference book of the early modern period, which focused on the expla-
nation of classical terms and listed equivalents in Greek and the modern 
vernacular languages, and Robert Estienne’s Thesaurus linguae Latinae 
(1531 and later editions), which the author himself recommended as an 
indispensable replacement for Calepino’s work; according to Estienne, 
Calepino’s dictionary was riddled with faults. Perotti’s Cornu copiae acts 
as the link between the genres of the dictionary and the commentary: on 
the one hand, it contained a full thesaurus of the Latin language; on the 
other hand, its extensive indices, already present in the incunabula 
editions, arranged its overwhelming abundance of information in alpha-
betical order, thus making it suitable for intensive research. By the same 
token, Conrad Gessner’s Onomasticum (editio princeps 1544), a compre-
hensive list containing the proper names of ‘viri, regiones, menses, 
montes, sinus, fontes, solitudines, mulieres, dii, monstra, urbes’ etc., was 
intended as a supplement to Ambrogio Calepino’s Dictionarium and 
other reference books. Its function corresponded to that of the commen-
tary and dictionary. Gesner optimistically recommended his work to all 
other commentators, promising that from now on a reference to his 
Onomasticum would suffice. The work was thus attributed the role of a 
communis commentarius.103

Another kindred genre was the encyclopedia. Initially, the encyclope-
dia aimed at a description of the philosophical disciplines, that is, it 
offered a survey of the liberal and mechanical arts and explained their 
relationship to one another. The first encyclopedia that carried the term 
in its title without adding any qualifying clarifications or metaphors was 
the Encyclopedia septem tomis distincta (second enlarged edition 
Herborn: Corvinus and Mudersprach, 1630) by Johann Heinrich Alsted. 
The book was composed of more than 5000 folio columns and offered 
an intensely variegated panorama of human knowledge. As Alsted’s 
introduction to the disciplines was systematic, he added an index to 

103 Ann M. Blair, Too much to know, pp. 121-124. 
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provide access to a mass of heterogeneous material that he had carefully 
collected from a host of other reference works.104 At the end of the sev-
enteenth century the scale between systemic presentation and alphabeti-
cal arrangement tipped in favor of the latter, as is evidenced by Pierre 
Bayle’s Dictionaire, which — apart from Diderot and d’Alembert’s 
Encyclopédie — may be the most famous representative of the genre. In 
1696, the Huguenot Pierre Bayle (1647-1706), who had fled to the Neth-
erlands, published the first edition of the Dictionaire historique et cri-
tique. It was a collection of alphabetically arranged, mostly biographical 
articles. Initially, this collection was assembled with the aim of correcting 
the errors in the work of a predecessor, Le grand dictionaire historique 
(1674) of Louis Moréri. That critical line of approach led, eventually, to 
2035 articles, to which an abundant commentary was added. In their turn, 
Bayle’s articles and commentaries were accompanied by marginal notes 
containing references to the sources that had been utilized. Bayle 
exploited the freedom offered by the genre. To his heart’s content he 
indulged in his own preoccupations and tastes. He explained what he 
thought to be important, and this he did in such a provocative and polem-
ical way that his dictionary soon turned out to be a great commercial 
success.105

8. The Commentary in Historical Perspective

The commentary’s main functions and characteristics have been described 
above. Rudimentary though this discussion is, it makes clear that the 
commentary is an extremely complex, multifaceted genre that resists 
definition. Its versatility and elusiveness also prove to be a problem if 

104 The first edition was entitled: Cursus philosophici encyclopaedia, libris XXVII 
complectens universae philosophiae methodum , serie praeceptorum, regularum et com-
mentariorum perpetua (…), 2 vols (Herborn: Christoph Corvinus, 1620). Cf. Ann Blair, 
‘Annotating and Indexing Natural Philosophy’, in Books and the Sciences in History, ed. 
Marina Frasca-Spada - Nick Jardine (Cambridge: University Press, 2000), pp. 69-89, here 
82-85; Ann M. Blair, Too much to know, pp. 168-172; and Howard Hotson, Johann 
Heinrich Alsted (1588-1638). Between Renaissance, Reformation and Universal Reform 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2000), esp. pp. 15-39. 

105 Anthony Grafton, The Footnote, a Curious History (London: Faber and Faber, 
1997), pp. 190-222; Helena H.M. van Lieshout, The Making of Pierre Bayle’s Dictionaire 
historique et critique, with a CD-ROM, Containing the Dictionaire’s Library and Refer-
ences between Articles (Amsterdam, etc.: APA-Holland University Press, 2001); Ann 
M. Blair, Too much to know, pp. 259-260. 
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one tries to chart its historical development. This much is certain: at least 
in the period 1300-1700, no progressive linear development can be dis-
cerned. The kaleidoscopic variety of functions and broad areas of interest 
maintain for almost the entire period. It would be hubris, therefore, to try 
to present the phenomenon in a comprehensive, watertight historical 
exposition.

Scattered across scholarly literature, however, in incidental remarks 
and tentative observations, an image has been evoked according to which 
the commentator gradually distanced himself from the text over the 
course of the early modern period. Instead of offering encyclopaedic 
knowledge, or digressions on private matters and moral guidelines, the 
commentator is supposed to have gradually become more intent on 
explaining the contents of the text in relation to philological, linguistic 
and historical problems.106 This generalization is not consistent with the 
insights of the present collection, which suggest that there was no con-
tinuous, linear development, for example, from a typically medieval 
encyclopedic interest toward a strictly philological or a purely historical 
approach. To be sure, some early modern commentaries emphasize 
philology and textual criticism more strongly than others. But this is 
already the case in relatively early commentaries. For instance, Ermolao 
Barbaro’s 1492 commentary on Pliny’s Naturalis Historia is largely 
philological,107 as opposed to a whole series of subsequent Pliny com-
mentaries from the sixteenth and seventeenth century in which encyclo-
pedic and content-related questions hold a prominent place again.

There is no doubt that encyclopedic knowledge remained the predom-
inant subject matter in commentaries until the eighteenth century. An 
exclusive focus on textual criticism is the exception rather than the rule. 
This is also true when it comes to the registration of variant readings 
(lectiones) collected by means of manuscript collation. As stated above, 
early modern editors did not have an exact overview of the entire bulk 
of extant manuscripts. Usually, they collated — if at all — one or two 
manuscripts that happened to be at their disposal. They made most 

106 Jean Céard, ‘Les Transformations’, p. 104; Karlheinz Stierle, ‘Les lieux du com-
mentaire’, p. 24; Michel Jeanneret, ‘Préfaces, commentaires et programmation de la lec-
ture: l’exemple des Métamorphoses’, in Les commentaires et la naissance de la critique 
littéraire. France/Italie (XIVe-XVIe siècles). Actes du colloque international sur le com-
mentaire, Paris, mai 1988, ed. Gisèle Mathieu-Castellani and Michel Plaisance (Paris: 
Aux amateurs de livres, 1990), p. 31. 

107 See above for this commentary. 
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corrections ex ingenio, and they incorporated them into the text without 
any detailed justification. Nevertheless it can be said that in the period 
from about 1530 to 1700, philological problems received more attention 
than in the period 1300-1530. But this attention was always limited, and 
it varied from case to case, such that no clear line of development can be 
drawn. The fact that Lipsius, in his commentary on Tacitus, confined 
himself exclusively to philological and text-critical observations is a 
notable exception. And although his annotated edition of Tacitus was 
very influential, it in no way led to a remodeling of all other commentar-
ies on Tacitus, such that they now became mainly philological and text-
critical in nature. Actually, the opposite is true. Precisely in the period 
1570-1650, it was political commentaries on Tacitus that enjoyed a 
remarkable boom. One might even say that this approach dominated the 
literary field. Most political commentators on Tacitus were not inclined 
to add text-critical notes. As noted above, their actual purpose was to 
analyse the text’s political teaching and possible application. This trend 
ebbed only gradually, and a reversal did not overtly manifest itself until 
the eighteenth century. By then, the commentary was increasingly 
regarded as a medium for textual criticism, a place for recording the 
results obtained from the collation of manuscripts. Yet even then this was 
not a universal standard. For example, eighteenth-century school com-
mentaries tended to omit such text-critical observations.

Even though it would be mistaken to see a linear development in the 
history of the commentary, it is nevertheless useful to sketch some gen-
eral developments. In this context attention might be given to the author 
who, after the Bible, elicited the greatest number of commentaries: Aris-
totle. In the Middle Ages, roughly in the period 600-1400, commentaries 
were mostly connected with the Christian faith. They either reinforced 
the doctrines of Christianity or applied and explained them in a series of 
individual entries. Awareness of the historical distance separating the 
commentator from the source text, if not entirely lacking, was made sub-
ordinate to the exigencies of faith. Although scholars strove to explain 
an author like Aristotle with due deference (exponere reverenter), their 
interpretation boiled down to a-historical speculation in which the Greek 
philosopher was evoked as a sacrosanct, timeless source of all truth. Such 
commentaries focused primarily on the confirmation of truths beyond the 
realm of the text and to which the text was supposed to testify. Insofar 
as passages did not dovetail with Christian dogma, commentators had no 
qualms with polishing, revising or simply omitting them.
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As shown by the struggle to adapt Aristotle’s text to the truths of faith, 
the allegorical interpretation that dominated medieval exegesis was also 
used in the commentaries on pagan classical authors. This method 
allowed for a Christian interpretation of authors like Plato, Aristotle, 
Virgil and Ovid. The tendency to allegorize continued to determine the 
content of many commentaries, but in the course of the early modern 
period a significant turning point was reached. Gradually, growing num-
bers of commentators tended to denounce allegory as an arbitrary and 
unreliable form of commenting. But even in this case no clear linear 
development can be traced. Allegory was still universally utilized in late 
seventeenth-century Bible commentaries and in sixteenth- and seven-
teenth-century commentaries on Ovid’s Metamorphoses.108 Yet diametri-
cally opposed methodologies also crop up. In sixteenth-century com-
mentaries on Horace’s Ars Poetica, encyclopedic, allegorical and 
moralizing explanations were gradually replaced by an analytical 
approach. Informed by text-critical research, it valued the autonomy of 
the poem as a literary product in its own right.109

That the transition from medieval to early modern times proceeded 
only gradually can be demonstrated by the continuing interest in Aristo-
tle, in Dante’s words the ‘maestro e duca de la ragione umana’.110 In the 
Middle Ages he was hailed as the greatest ancient scientist and philoso-
pher, and his works were the most frequently commented upon. This 
popularity did not decline in the early modern period. On the contrary, 
according to a conservative estimate, the period 1500-1650 witnessed the 
publication of at least 6653 commentaries on Aristotle, and this number 
even exceeded the huge quantity that was produced in the millennium 
before 1500. A thorough acquaintance with Aristotle’s writings on logic, 

108 A survey of this development in the tradition of the ‘Ovide moralisé’ in: Michel 
Jeanneret, ‘Préfaces’, 31-39; idem, ‘Renaissance Exegesis, p. 39; idem, ‘Commentary on 
Fiction, Fiction as Commentary’, in Commentary as Cultural Artifact, ed. Lee Patterson 
- Stephen G. Nichols (= The South Atlantic Quarterly, 91,4 (1992)), 909-928. See also 
Ann Moss, Ovid in Renaissance France. A Survey of the Latin Editions of Ovid and Com-
mentaries Printed in France Before 1600, Warburg Institute Surveys, 8 (London: Warburg 
Institute, 1982). 

109 Ann Moss, ‘Horace in the Sixteenth Century: Commentators into Critics’, in The 
Renaissance, ed. Glyn P. Norton, The Cambridge History of Literary Criticism, 3 (Cam-
bridge: University Press, 1999), pp. 74-76. 

110 Charles H. Lohr, ‘Latin Aristotelianism and the Seventeenth-Century Calvinist 
Theory of Scientific Method’, in Method and Order in Renaissance Philosophy of Nature. 
The Aristotle Commentary Tradition, ed. Daniel A. Di Liscia et al. (Aldershot, etc.: 
Ashgate, 1997), p. 370, referring to Dante, Convivio, IV, 6, 8. 
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natural philosophy, metaphysics and ethics was still part of a typical 
scholarly profile. The philosopher par excellence was praised for his 
guide function in all scientific disciplines, as well as for his orderliness, 
consistency and disinterested treatment of divergent views.111

Although much research still has to be done on the nature of the com-
mentary, it is clear that this important platform for scholarly communica-
tion was conducive to the emergence of different, competitive types of 
Aristotelianism. A broad dichotomy can be observed. On the one hand 
humanism promoted explication directed towards Aristotle’s text and its 
meaning. Here Leonardo Bruni (ca. 1370-1444) broke fresh ground by 
setting new standards for proper translation and interpretation. In the 
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, the University of Padua was a major 
center of Aristotelianism, featuring celebrities such as Jacopo Zabarella 
(1533-1589) and Cesare Cremonini (1550-1631). Representatives of this 
milieu also incorporated Aristotle’s works on ethics, rhetoric and literary 
theory (poetics) into their research. Moreover, great attention was given 
to problems rooted in Aristotle’s original language, Greek. Even when 
the commentator relied on a Latin translation, humanist ideals directed 
his focus towards the rhetorical analysis, philological establishment and 
historical explanation of the original text. The intention was to strip Aris-
totle of medieval accretions and to penetrate the original meaning of his 
teachings. Exegesis was the keyword here. For humanist commentators, 
the text functioned less as an authority upon which to prosecute an argu-
ment in the traditional scholastic style. Ill-disposed to the verbosity and 
subtlety of the scholastic method, humanists ignored medieval commen-
taries. Yet they did undertake extensive study of ancient Greek commen-
tators on Aristotle, such as Simplicius and Philoponus. These authors, 
who by 1550 were available in reliable editions (with translation), made 
it easier to contextualize Aristotle because of their Platonic or Christian 
focus.

Alongside and in opposition to the Paduan school, a trend arose that 
has been called the Parisian school, although this trend, just like its coun-
terpart, was successful throughout Europe. Eventually it took over and 
assimilated humanism in many ways, but in principle it remained closer 
to the medieval tradition. The movement is marked by an interpretive 
method that by means of questions, distinctions and counterarguments 

111 See the entry ‘Aristotelianism in the Renaissance’, in Stanford Encyclopedia of 
Philosophy, http://plato.stanford.edu/ 
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seeks to establish extra-textual truths. The analysis of Aristotle’s teaching 
was not an end in itself but acted within a broader framework of research 
and teaching in the liberal arts, especially in the discipline that is now 
called philosophy. Other interpretations such as those of Arab scholars, 
especially Averroes, and Christian scholastics were considered important. 
The Jesuits of the Portuguese University of Coimbra had a great influ-
ence on this trend. Their commentaries contributed to the success of 
Ramism and rationalism. The Disputationes metaphysicae (1597), written 
by the Spaniard Francisco de Suarez (1548-1617), was an extremely 
important commentary on Aristotle’s Metaphysica that inspired many 
theologians, including those in German lands. Later trendsetting com-
mentaries were penned by Julius Pacius (1550-1631). During his own 
lifetime, in the years 1584-1623, his edition of the Organon was pub-
lished eleven times.112

Just like their medieval counterparts, Renaissance commentaries on 
Aristotle primarily served university education. The commentaries eluci-
dated the logical writings that were collected in the Organon, the physi-
cal, metaphysical and ethical works, and — although to a much lesser 
extent — the biological works as well. Given the quantity and complex-
ity of Aristotle’s ideas, the commentaries were better used in combination 
with compendia, anthologies, compilations of sententiae and other guides. 
Marcantonio Zimara’s Tabula dilucidationum (1520) contains an index 
that enables the reader to locate specific terms like anima in Aristotle’s 
works. Dichotomous charts (tabulae) were one special tool that entered 
into commentaries on Aristotle — and long before Ramus. Eventually, 
the advent of mechanical philosophy in the mid-seventeenth century put 
an end to the flowering of Aristotle commentaries.113

The gradual disappearance of the allegorical method from commentar-
ies on Aristotle applies mutatis mutandis to interpretations undertaken 

112 Laurence Brockliss, Chapter 14 ‘Curricula’, in Universities in Early Modern 
Europe, ed. Hilde de Ridder-Symoens, A History of the University in Europe, 2 (Cam-
bridge: University Press, 1996), pp. 578-583. 

113 Charles B. Schmitt, Aristotle and the Renaissance (Cambridge, Mass. etc.: Harvard 
University Press, 1983), pp. 34-63, gives an adequate picture of the educational tools that 
facilitated the introduction into and further study of Aristotle’s philosophy for the erudite 
layman, student and academic expert. A lucid account of the historical developments of 
the Aristotle-commentary is also given in Luca Bianchi, ‘Continuity and Change in the 
Aristotelian Tradition’, in The Cambridge Companion to Renaissance Philosophy, ed. 
James Hankins (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), pp. 49-71, especially 
56-58. 
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from an ethical or aesthetic perspective. Some scholarly commentators 
found such questions inappropriate and left them up to the reader, at 
times arguing that they were obvious, well-known, trivial or arbitrary and 
therefore uninteresting. Commentaries reveal a growing dislike for 
imposing on the text an a priori scheme of interpretation such as the 
quadriga, the four levels of interpretation that dominated mediaeval 
biblical hermeneutics. Now it was left up to the reader to develop an 
active approach to the text and to formulate his own ideas.114 This ‘prag-
matization’ of the commentary emerged in a different way as well. Dur-
ing the period 1440-1700, attempts were now and then made to critically 
reconstruct the author’s original intention. In such cases the mediation 
(Aufbereitung or Vermittlung) of extra-textual truths, which usually dom-
inated in commentaries, retreated into the background. Nevertheless, 
even then there is no evidence whatsoever of an unambiguous linear 
development. It is noteworthy, however, that in connection with this 
trend the commentator’s self-confidence could come to the fore. In his 
struggle to reconstruct the text as it was intended by the author, the com-
mentator took over the author’s role. For most textual corrections were 
made ex ingenio, in which case the commentator identified himself com-
pletely with the author. That is, the commentator, convinced of having 
acquired the author’s style, vocabulary and manner of thought, claimed 
to know exactly what the author had intended and thus dared to deviate 
from the canonical text.115 This process has at times been identified as a 
later trend belonging to the seventeenth century, but it was in fact already 
present in the fifteenth century, for example, in the work of the brilliant 
textual critic Lorenzo Valla (1407-1457).

The evolution of the commentary was influenced by all kinds of 
variables, such as the popularization of the printing press, the old and 
new professionalism in academic disciplines and the rise of the empirical 
sciences. In this respect too, no linear chronological ‘maturation’ of the 
genre can be detected. The empirical approach prevailed in some fields, 
but in general the commentator did not feel compelled to incorporate 
recently discovered empirical knowledge into his commentary. 
Still, information of this kind was provided every now and then. Great 

114 Michel Jeanneret, ‘Préfaces’, pp. 31-39. 
115 See also Martin Mulsow, ‘Subversive Kommentierung. Burleske Kommentarparo-

dien, Gegenkommentare und Libertinismus in der frühen Neuzeit’, in Der Kommentar in 
der Frühen Neuzeit, ed. Ralph Häfner and Markus Völkel, Frühe Neuzeit, 115 (Tübingen: 
Max Niemeyer Verlag, 2006), pp. 143-144. 
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variation can be observed in this respect in commentaries on ancient 
scientific works. Whereas in some sixteenth- and seventeenth-century 
commentaries on Pomponius Mela’s geography (De chorographia) the 
discovery of the new world is mentioned, the event is omitted without 
comment in commentaries on Pliny from the same period. In commentar-
ies on Aristotle, new empirical knowledge (e.g. in the field of zoology, 
anatomy and the functions of the human body) was not immediately 
incorporated but often ignored, even after it had gained entrance into 
scholarly circles. Such omissions were partly inspired by the time-hon-
ored conviction that the authority of Aristotle must outweigh the impor-
tance of novel, and therefore disputable, empirical knowledge.

From 1550 to 1700, an increased interest in the historical-critical inter-
pretation of the Bible emerged that opposed medieval allegorical exege-
sis and eventually questioned the Christological interpretation of the Old 
Testament. Nevertheless, dogmatic and Christological exegesis did not 
decline in this period. Indeed, the opposite is true. After the Reformation 
had established itself, a wide range of mutually competing confessions 
used the Bible as a rich quarry of evidence (dicta probantia) to be mined 
for the substantiation of their own systematic theologies. Between 1550 
and 1700, most exegetical work, often laid out in huge commentaries, 
served to strengthen the position of the different denominations, although 
it did not incorporate new historical and philological insights for fear of 
sparking further unwanted controversy. A remarkable parallel can be 
seen in the treatment of the Corpus iuris civilis at the hands of the (mainly 
Italian) post-glossators or commentators of the fourteenth and fifteenth 
centuries. Without much regard for original intent and historical context, 
these jurists squeezed the ancient laws into the mould of their own juris-
prudence. They wanted to use Roman law for the expansion of the exist-
ing legal system, and therefore they were uninterested in the original 
historical intentions behind the legislation. The sixteenth-century legal 
humanists Andrea Alciato and Guillaume Budé, however, broke a lance 
for the historical and philological approach to ancient legal texts.116 This 
program, later dubbed the mos Gallicus, gained popularity with fellow 
humanists, but in everyday legal practice it was the time-honored patterns 
of interpretation of the mos Italicus that prevailed.

All in all, a striking parallelism can be observed between commentar-
ies on legal texts such as the Digest of the Corpus iuris civilis and the 

116 See the contributions by W. Zwalve and B. Stolte in this volume. 
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exegesis of the Bible. The gloss of Accursius (ca. 1182-1263) on the 
Corpus iuris civilis and the medieval commentary on the Bible, the 
Glossa ordinaria, fused with their respective main texts and were even 
considered an integral part of them.117 In both cases, the textus receptus 
was a normative text and therefore not subject to any adjustment what-
soever. In the case of the Digest, the textus receptus supported a whole 
superstructure of jurisprudence. In the case of the Bible, the textus recep-
tus bolstered an intricate dogmatic system that began to vary according 
to denomination once the Reformation had set in. In both cases, the com-
mentary tradition, founded upon a textus receptus, acquired a status of 
autonomy. When humanism came on the scene, with a keen interest in 
textual criticism fuelled by research into textual transmission, and with a 
growing awareness of the historical distance that separated the reader 
from the context in which the textus receptus had come into being, it 
aspired to restore textual purity on the basis of manuscript collation, 
emendation and conjecture. In both cases however, the humanists — 
classical philologists who had often acquired great expertise in the his-
tory of law — worked in a vacuum for their own personal audience. As 
a consequence, the fruits of their philological craft did not have an affect 
on the daily practice of law and theology. For the jurists continued to 
abide by rules that were explained in glosses and other commentaries, 
and in the field of theology a similar conservatism held sway; insight into 
the history of the text increased, but it did not lead to a revision, let alone 
a unification, of the systematic theologies of the various confessions.

A striking example of this textual conservatism is provided by the 
controversy surrounding the Comma Johannaeum (1 John 5:7-8). During 
the age-old process of transmission of the Bible, marginal annotations 
were gradually incorporated in the text. Subsequently these foreign ele-
ments aroused questions about the authenticity of the text itself. The most 
famous such passage is the Comma Johannaeum. Originally a gloss dat-
ing from the early Middle Ages, the passage was presented in later, 
mostly Latin sources as an integral part of the text and adduced as irref-
utable biblical evidence for the doctrine of the Trinity. This position was 
strengthened by the fact that the Vulgate, officially approved by Rome, 
contained the passage as well. When Erasmus decided to omit the 
passage from his edition of the Greek text, for the reason that his 

117 Anthony Grafton, The Footnote, p. 27. 
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manuscripts did not contain the Comma, he was severely reprimanded 
and accused of promoting anti-Trinitarian heresy.118

This conservatism provided the only framework for explaining the 
Bible, the Fathers of the Church and Justinianic law for centuries until 
humanism introduced a method of interpretation based on philological 
and historical study of the text. The humanists considered it crucial for 
their interpretation that the historical context be taken into account. From 
the mid-seventeenth century onward, however, new methods of interpre-
tation began to flourish as a result of the emergence of scientific mecha-
nism and philosophical rationalism, revolutionary developments whose 
main representatives were Galileo, Descartes and Spinoza. Beginning in 
the second half of the seventeenth century, commentaries were sucked 
into the querelle des anciens et modernes. Traditional commentaries were 
denounced by some critics as useless relics of an obselete pedantic 
learned caste. The commentary writer was ridiculed in parodies such as 
the aforementioned eighteenth-century satire by Wilhelm Gottlieb 
Rabener. The ironic discrepancy, that is, the distance between ostensible 
canonical texts such as an erotic poem or a children’s story on the one 
hand, and the learned nonsense-commentary on the other, immediately 
creates a comic effect. Rabener’s humorous criticism shows that the com-
mentary was also a theme for parody. Thus, at the end of the early mod-
ern period, linguistic scholarship based on authoritative and frequently 
annotated texts was subjected to increasing criticism. This kind of schol-
arship was destined to lose the confrontation with empirical research. In 
conjunction with this trend, the commentator who wanted to take issue 
with the text could now avail himself of much larger ‘elbowroom’. No 
longer was he prepared (or forced) to bow slavishly to the authority of 
the text that he wanted to explain. Sometimes the commentator took the 
liberty to adapt, supplement and improve the text. And since he had no 
compunction about taking the place of the author, he could even misuse 
the commentary to belittle, reject and even ‘behead’ him, for example by 
explicating his work in a deliberately false and tendentious manner. In 
this way, the commentator delivered a ‘counter-commentary’ or rather a 
‘counter-text’. Eventually some exegetes went so far as to use this 
method, which was only common for the interpretation of secular 

118 Grantley R. McDonald, Raising the Ghost of Arius. Erasmus, the Johannine Comma 
and Religious Difference in Early Modern Europe (PhD Leiden University, Brussels 
2010). 
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literature, to explain a sacred text. By interpreting the story of the Garden 
of Eden in Genesis 2 and 3 as an erotic metaphor, Adriaan Beverland 
(1650-1716) provoked a storm of protest, as did Isaac Vossius (1618-
1689) when he questioned the authority of the Old Testament’s Hebrew 
text. In commentaries that amount to nothing more than a paradoxical 
and subversive rebuttal, the source text gets degraded from a text 
to ‘pretext’, an excuse for the ‘commentator’ to vent his dissenting opin-
ions.119

Having arrived at this point in the history of the commentary tradition, 
we might say a few words about the subsequent modern era (ca. 1730 
– ca. 1900). Its central concepts were objectivization, verification on the 
basis of undeniable evidence, historicization; the commentator sought to 
maintain an emotional distance from the text, and he was guided by a 
single-minded, if not exclusive focus on textual criticism and philology. 
The evidence, in the form of the largest possible number of well-chosen 
parallel passages, was adduced to enable the reader to verify the informa-
tion that was presented in the commentary. While the commentary was 
‘scientized’, the natural sciences detached themselves from the commen-
tary tradition. These disciplines took another path and developed inde-
pendently, and their findings were no longer published in commentaries 
on canonical works of literature.

From about 1730-1740, the strictly philological commentary came into 
vogue. This kind of commentary aimed exclusively at restoring the text 
and discussing the variants that had come into being during the process 
of transmission. By the middle of the nineteenth century, the establish-
ment or authorization of the text followed the guidelines developed by 
the renowned philologist Karl Lachmann (1793-1851), which prescribed 
a systematic collation of all extant manuscripts and a recensio, or ana-
lytical evaluation, supported by a stemma. The textual variants were sys-
tematically incorporated into an apparatus criticus. From that moment 
onwards, the ‘sacred’ text of the idolized classical author became the 
focus of scholarly interest. No effort was to be spared in establishing the 
text, as if painstakingly careful research could overcome even the most 
flawed transmission and allow for the reconstruction of an ideal 
text, such as it had flowed from the author’s pen. The Teubner series, 
begun in 1849, set the standard for this ‘modern’ editorial method, which 
— strangely enough — is still observed for classical authors today. 

119 Martin Mulsow, ‘Subversive Kommentierung’, pp. 145-152. 
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Meanwhile, the Renaissance commentary, seen as a repository of out-
dated bits of knowledge expounded at length and presented in a disor-
derly manner, only met with fervent skepticism and even disgust.

9. The Present Volume

The present volume addresses a number of the issues raised in this intro-
duction with respect to different Neo-Latin commentaries on a broad 
variety of authoritative texts, predominantly Classical authors, legal 
sources and the Bible. The first part of the volume is dedicated to history 
and geography. It discusses commentaries on encyclopaedic collections 
such as Pliny’s Naturalis Historia and Antonio Beccadelli’s (Panormi-
ta’s) De dictis et factis Alphonsi Regis Aragonum. The second part treats 
various Neo-Latin commentaries on four different classical Latin poets: 
Virgil, Horace, Martial, and Statius. The third part deals with the genre 
of drama, including Roman comedy (Terence) and Greek tragedy (Hein-
sius). The fourth part focuses on Roman law, which was studied carefully 
by humanist scholars and jurists. A still more important intellectual bat-
tlefield of the early modern period was the Bible, to which the fifth part 
of the volume is dedicated.

In the first section, Karl Enenkel discusses Enea Silvio Piccolomini’s 
(1456) and Jakob Spiegel’s (1537) commentaries on Antonio Beccadel-
li’s De dictis et factis Alphonsi Regis Aragonum (1455), a large historical 
collection of the exemplary sayings and deeds of King Alfonso I of 
Naples (the ‘Magnanimous’), which was modeled on Xenophon’s 
Memorabilia Socratis and the extremely influential Factorum et dictorum 
memorabilium libri of the 1st-century Roman historian Valerius Maxi-
mus. Enenkel analyzes the manifold functions of these commentated col-
lections of historical exempla, which functioned as mirrors of virtue, 
manuals of philosophical exercitia spiritualia, mirrors of princes and 
courtiers (of good and bad behavior), manuals of learned and witty con-
versation, commonplace books, political and ideological manifestos, 
medium for diplomatic negotiations, storehouses of historical and geo-
graphical knowledge, manuals of humanist learning, and so on. The com-
mentator had the power to both authorize and de-authorize the exempla 
he presented, to both stabilize and de-stabilize their meaning. For this 
purpose, as Enenkel demonstrates, he employed various strategies and 
means, ranging from historical and philological criticism to ethical 
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evaluation, from serious philosophical rationalization and religious med-
itation to irony and sarcasm, from ‘dry’ scholarly considerations to bur-
lesque inventions. Enenkel shows that the various commenting strategies 
employed largely depended on the historical, political and ideological 
context in which the commentator operated.

In the next contribution, Susanna de Beer demonstrates that, although 
much of the information presented in ancient geographical treatises was 
rendered obsolete by the new discoveries of the early modern period, 
interest in these texts by no means declined. On the contrary it increased, 
as the wealth of new text editions and commentaries shows. In her con-
tribution, she seeks to clarify this apparent paradox through a detailed 
analysis of a selection of early modern commentaries on Pliny the Elder’s 
Naturalis Historia and Pomponius Mela’s De situ orbis. As mediators 
between ancient texts and early modern readers these commentaries pro-
vide valuable clues as to how and why these ancient texts were read, and 
they teach us how ancient authority functioned in a period of transition. 
De Beer argues that it was not actual knowledge of the latest geographi-
cal insights that primarily determined whether or not a given commentary 
problematized the relationship between ancient and early modern knowl-
edge, but rather that such depended on a number of other parameters, the 
most important of which were the commentator’s position in current 
scholarly debates and the readership he expected for his work.

The second part of the volume deals with an extremely rich field of 
humanist commentary culture which had strong roots in Classical Antiq-
uity and the Middle Ages: commentaries on the classical Latin poets. 
Their indebtedness to a centuries-old tradition offers the opportunity to 
analyze the intriguing interplay between late antique, medieval, and early 
modern trends. Craig Kallendorf opens the section by focusing on a type 
of commentary that, in the humanist intellectual world, seems to repre-
sent the exception rather than the rule: commentaries that make a sys-
tematic attempt to elucidate the moral content of a classical poem. In 
general, humanist commentators seemed to be less interested in moral 
explanations, partly because they may have considered them superfluous 
(as they represent general knowledge), partly because they may have held 
them in lower esteem since they belonged to an outdated medieval tradi-
tion of allegorical exegesis. There are, however, important exceptions. 
Kallendorf analyses two Virgil commentaries, one by Cristoforo Lan-
dino, the other by Sebastianus Regulus, that systematically explain 
the ethical content of Virgil’s Aeneid in terms of ancient philosophy. 
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Interestingly, Landino and Regulus explain the Aeneid according to two 
different schools, the first according to Plato, the second according to 
Aristotle. Attention is also given to the Virgilian commonplace book of 
Michel Coyssard, which offers an alternative way to organize the moral 
knowledge of the poem, namely by arranging it under key rubrics and 
then alphabetizing these rubrics.

Christoph Pieper also analyses the work of Cristoforo Landino, now 
shifting the focus to his commentaries on Horace’s Ars Poetica; one was 
a printed commentary of 1482, the other a transcript of a course offered 
by him at the Florentine Studio in 1464. In marked difference from his 
allegorical and moral commentary on Virgil’s Aeneid, Landino’s main 
interest in Horace’s Ars Poetica was a rhetorical one: he explains Hor-
ace’s Ars by matching it with two of the most widely used rhetorical 
textbooks of the Middle Ages and the Renaissance: Cicero’s De inven-
tione (also known as the Ars minor) and the Rhetorica ad Herennium (the 
Ars maior), which was also ascribed to Cicero. As Pieper points out, 
Landino’s rhetorical interest was connected with the urban (Florentine) 
context in which he lived and worked. In fifteenth-century Italian cities, 
eloquence was one of the major means of gaining access to circles of 
political power, and, in fact, a large part of humanist learning was 
directed to that practical usage. This fact gives Landino’s commentaries 
on Horace’s Ars Poetica their basic shape. In addition, although moral 
allegory does not play a significant role in these works, Platonic philoso-
phy does. Landino’s interest in the Platonic theory of poetic frenzy (furor 
poeticus) informs a number of the commentaries’ entries. In its more 
theoretical and philosophical parts, Landino’s exegesis underlines both 
the humanist claim that poetry was a supreme and divine discipline and 
the philosophical relevance of Horace’s poetics.

Marianne Pade focuses her attention on Niccolò Perotti’s commentary 
on Martial, the Cornu copiae (ed. prin. 1489). Taking as her point of 
departure a hitherto unnoticed allusion in the work’s preface to Aulus 
Gellius’s Noctes Atticae, she shows that Perotti portrays his work as a 
modern parallel to the ancient Roman collection of universal knowledge. 
She argues that, by presenting his work in this way Perotti actually gives 
the reader a clue as to the general character of the Cornu copiae and 
demonstrates the way it was compiled. For the aim of the Cornu copiae 
was not only to provide a lexicographical description and annotation of 
a classical author; it was also meant to be a guide to the writing of Latin 
and a repository of useful knowledge about the ancient world. Perotti’s 
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claim of having worked endless nights to compile his commentary and 
having read through innumerable Greek and Latin authors across all 
fields of learning is substantiated by an examination of a number of 
books he annotated from his early youth onwards.

Valéry Berlincourt discusses Caspar von Barth’s impressive commen-
tary on Statius’s Thebaid (1664, posthumous) and presents it as a prime 
example of a common practice in early modern commentaries on classi-
cal texts: the inclusion of material that is largely irrelevant for under-
standing the commentated source. Berlincourt proposes that exegetical 
digression was actually a basic mode of commenting, observing that, for 
those who read a succession of notes, ‘irrelevant’ discussions must have 
had an effect somewhat similar to that of digressions in other discourses. 
By drawing the reader’s attention to the fact that he includes remarks that 
are ‘out of place’, Barth’s rhetoric plays a significant role in (re)affirming 
his exegetical voice. His meta-commentary reaches a climax when it 
justifies a digression by the fact that the commentary is meant to be use-
ful ‘to more people than those who just want to understand Statius’. In 
his contribution, Berlincourt examines the strategies Barth uses to con-
struct digressions, especially the domino effect that results when a com-
ment directly relevant to a passage triggers a further comment of mar-
ginal or no relevance at all to the same passage. Through his many 
digressions and his insistent meta-commentary, Barth aspires to be rec-
ognized as a scholar in his own right, a scholar who is free to discuss any 
question — especially of a linguistic and literary nature — that occurs to 
him. This stance can ultimately be seen as a reflection of Barth’s status 
as an independent scholar.

The section on commentaries on ancient drama starts with a contribu-
tion by Jan Bloemendal. He deals with commentaries on Terence’s met-
rical comedies, works that in the Middle Ages tended to be read as prose 
dialogues. It was the sixteenth-century humanists who rediscovered them 
as verse plays. To a large extent, this shift in point of view was brought 
about by the rediscovery of Aelius Donatus’s commentary (4th cent. AD) 
on Terence. Terence’s comedies became highly popular in the sixteenth 
century, as they were included in the humanist school curriculum. Hence 
an important function of the comedies and also of their commentaries 
was to enhance fluency in Latin style. New, often comprehensive com-
mentaries were now written. On the one hand, they departed from Dona-
tus’s annotations, focusing largely on grammatical exegesis. On the other 
hand, they also display an increased interest in moral exegesis. With 
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respect to both strategies humanist commentaries were of paramount 
importance for the way in which Terence’s comedies were read in the 
16th and 17th centuries.

Volkhard Wels discusses the commentary on Aristotle’s Poetics on 
Greek tragedy (Constitutio tragoediae) composed by Daniel Heinsius, a 
humanist and professor of Greek in Leiden. Wels argues that Heinsius’s 
critical attitude toward traditional philology was rooted in his Neopla-
tonic poetics and its sacralisation of poetry. In his commentary, Heinsius 
polemically subordinated the technical knowledge stressed by Aristotle 
to the Neoplatonic doctrine of inspiration. In doing so, he transformed 
the traditional commentary, with its focus on philology and encyclopedic 
knowledge, into a new type of poetic manual.

The section dealing with commentaries on legal texts opens with a 
contribution by Willem Zwalve. He discusses the Justinianic program of 
legal education as developed in Const. Omnem, which was abolished in 
the Byzantine Empire soon after Justinian’s demise and has never been 
copied in the West. Zwalve tries to answer the question why the medi-
eval legal curriculum, though exclusively based on Justinian’s legislation, 
was not modelled after the program as set out in Omnem? He argues that 
the introductory constitutions to Justinian’s Digests, including Const. 
Omnem, were not included in the early medieval copies of the Digestum 
vetus and that, accordingly, the first doctores were unaware of the pro-
gram elaborated in Const. Omnem. Consequently, they developed their 
own curriculum. In order to illustrate the management of legal education 
in medieval European universities, a reconstruction of a medieval cur-
riculum in civil law is added in an appendix.

 Next, Bernard Stolte studies the function of the commentary as a 
means of textual criticism. In the case of normative legal sources, the 
concern for a correct text could lead a scholar to the conclusion that the 
text as it had generally been read was wrong, but that he lacked the 
authority to change it. Moreover, standard interpretations had usually 
already been assigned to such normative sources, which was an addi-
tional impediment to actually changing the text. Therefore, it is under-
standable that the results of textual criticism were first presented in 
commentaries, whereas the text itself remained off limits.

In his article, Bernard Stolte explores the ambitions and achievements 
of humanist scholars who worked on the text of the Digest. He demon-
strates that despite their desire to re-establish the original text, humanists 
were destined to a certain extent to remain prisoners of the authority of 
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the established vulgate and its standard interpretation (in the tradition of 
the mos italicus). As Kenney has demonstrated for early modern textual 
criticism generally, they lacked the insight and the practical possibility 
necessary for undertaking a systematic recensio. Emendation of the 
Digest continued to be a chance affair, and proposals to correct it 
remained confined to the commentary. Even within these limitations, 
however, humanist efforts occasionally resulted in brilliant commentary.

The discourses of biblical commentary had developed over the course 
of many centuries and had created an enormous storehouse of scholarly 
discussions and controversies applicable to a great variety of contexts. 
Bernd Roling demonstrates that such controversies could have a stabiliz-
ing and a transformative impact as well by way of a close analysis of a 
number of annotations on Bileam’s donkey (Numeri 22). From the alle-
gorical commentators of the early Middle Ages to the Jesuit and Protes-
tant exegetes of the 16th and 17th centuries and the adherents of the 
Theologia naturalis of the 18th century, the main question was: what was 
the cause for the donkey’s ability to use human language? Roling shows 
that the explanation established by the medieval commentators (viz. that 
the donkey’s human speech was caused by an angel) still remained 
authoritative in the 16th-18th centuries, surviving even in the context of 
mechanistic and other worldviews. Interestingly enough, early modern 
commentators did not rely on technical progress to refute explanations 
from the medieval past as obsolete and outdated, but rather to reinforce 
and to prove their truth via modern, scientific arguments.

In the seventeenth century, reading and interpreting the Bible became 
heavily contested endeavours. During his imprisonment at Loevestein 
Castle (1619-1621) the Dutch humanist Hugo Grotius began working on 
an extensive biblical commentary (Amsterdam-Paris 1641-1650) that 
soon became renowned for its historical and philological approach. Henk 
Nellen shows in his contribution that Grotius elicited the criticism of 
many a contemporary, among whom the Lutheran minister Abraham 
Calovius (1612-1686) stands out as the most prolific and austere. 
Calovius reproached Grotius for introducing unauthorized variants into 
the text, for needlessly adducing pagan and Jewish authorities and for 
questioning the Christological interpretation of the Old Testament. In his 
view, exegesis of this sort could not but undermine the sacrosanct status 
of the text. Nellen uses the controversy between these two antagonists to 
provisionally describe the characteristics of seventeenth-century biblical 
commentary.
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Jetze Touber also investigates the severe controversies that arose from 
biblical exegesis in the 17th century, especially in the Dutch Republic. 
The contributions of radical critics such as Spinoza (1632-1677) to con-
troversies over biblical interpretation have drawn much scholarly atten-
tion. Spinoza’s claim that Scripture is a human, not a divine text, marks 
a turning point in the development of historical biblical criticism. In his 
paper, Touber explores whether such historical criticism is reflected in 
the biblical commentaries of contemporary exegetes. He examines the 
commentaries of two scholars, Jacobus Alting (1618-1672) and Jean Le 
Clerc (1657-1736), who were representative of the two basic categories 
of exegesis then reigning in the Republic: systematic analysis and philo-
logical annotation. At first sight, the differences between Spinoza’s bib-
lical criticism and the commentaries of the exegetes are more conspicu-
ous than their similarities. Spinoza casts doubt on the consistency of the 
Old Testament, while the commentators do not seriously question the 
coherence of the Bible. Yet the details of Spinoza’s exegetical work are 
shaped by exactly the same scholarly traditions on which the commenta-
tors also drew. Despite their differences, both Alting and Le Clerc were 
well aware of the importance of studying the Old Testament in its origi-
nal language and taking into account the authorship and history of bibli-
cal texts, extant variants and rabbinical exegetical literature. What is 
more, the exegetical dilemmas that arose from philological research, 
pointed out vehemently by Spinoza, were confronted by both commenta-
tors in their own ways, too.

The editors of the present volume are well aware that a collection of 
essays like this cannot possibly cover the entire, immense field of the 
Neo-Latin commentary. In a sense, we are only starting to understand the 
various functions and strategies of this extremely important paratextual 
genre. Nevertheless, the editors hope that this collection will clarify many 
of the features and functions noted in this introduction, especially the 
way commentaries were used to authorize texts and authors, manage 
knowledge, and store encyclopedia learning. Several contributions shed 
light on the commentary as an educational tool at schools and universities 
and as a platform for textual criticism and religious debates. However, 
much work remains to be done. Most Neo-Latin commentaries have still 
not been sufficiently studied or indeed not studied at all. The editors hope 
that the present volume may stimulate further research in this fascinating 
field.
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