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Introduction

This is the second volume of the lectures given within the framework
of the Ars edendi research programme. Based at Stockholm University
and funded by the Bank of Sweden Tercentenary Foundation since
2008, Ars edendi is devoted to the art of editing, both in theory and
practice, and centres around four genres of medieval Latin and Greek
texts: commentaries and glosses, liturgical texts, collections of model
texts, and anthological compilations.
A common denominator for these kinds of complex texts is the fact
that they challenge a straightforward application of traditional
stemmatic, error-based methods. For instance, adaptations and
different versions of a work, made in response to the changing needs
of the users, may make the quest for a lost archetype, or the most
original version, not only more problematic but even less desirable.
This phenomenon comes to the fore not only in practical texts,
Gebrauchsliteratur, such as commentaries and glosses used for
teaching, but also in different kinds of liturgical texts that were
adapted to fit a local liturgical use. It is noticeable also in collections of
model texts that were put together precisely for the purpose of being
continuously altered and improved upon by multiple users and in
anthologies and other compiled texts, whose scribes could choose to
make a selection of which passages in the exemplar to reproduce,
having an agenda other than that of making an exact copy. Furthermore, works in these four genres – educational, liturgical, model, and
compilatory – often include multiple layers of information, be they in
the form of texts, images, or music, which in addition have their own
histories of transmission. The relationship between the various layers
naturally affects the specific parts the editor is focusing on and needs
to be accounted for in an edition. Other characteristics typical of, but
not exclusive to, medieval texts are the use of sources, the practice of
punctuation, a bewildering number of manuscripts, the transformation of languages from their classical into their medieval forms
and other similar issues; these are all idiosyncrasies that necessitate
and deserve the development of specific editorial tools. Ars edendi thus
aims at devising and developing editorial methods that best respond to
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such challenges, tested in critical editions of texts from the four genres.
To fuel the discussions within the research group and in order to raise
awareness of textual criticism, we invite experts in the field to lecture
on both theoretical and methodological aspects of the art of editing.
This volume contains the lectures given between February 2010 and
May 2011 by the following invited speakers: Nicole Bériou, Elizabeth
Jeffreys, David L. d’Avray, Michael W. Herren, Caroline Macé and
Diether Roderich Reinsch. In addition, a paper by Börje Bydén, given
at the Ars edendi workshop organized in conjunction with Professor
Reinsch’s lecture, is included since it engages in a dialogue with issues
raised in the lecture and advocates an alternative solution.
In medieval times relations and exchanges between the Latin and
Greek worlds were more intense than is usually thought or might be
surmised from the normal separation between the academic
disciplines of Medieval Western/Latin and Byzantine Studies. The
collaboration of textual scholars from both these fields is one of the
strengths of the Ars edendi programme, and it is our belief that this
cross-fertilization will advance our understanding both of the medieval world as a whole and of the editorial traditions that have
developed around the two languages over the centuries. Aspects of this
common medieval culture are present in both Greek and Latin
manuscripts. The oral performance and its vestiges in written – and
transmitted – versions of a text is a case in point. In this volume three
of the seven articles discuss traces of orality in written works, one of
these being the use of punctuation.
In his lecture Diether Reinsch argues that editors should ‘respect
the rhetorical logic of Byzantine Greek’ and strongly supports the
adoption of the manuscript punctuation in modern editions if ‘we
want to understand these works in their aesthetic dimension, if we
want to comprehend the intention of the author and how these texts
were meant to be presented to the audience’. At the same time he
states that ‘for a modern editor it is not important to reproduce the
punctuation signs as they are shaped in the Greek text, but to keep the
places of the punctuation marks of the manuscripts and to put into the
edited text signs which have a function similar to that of the signs in
Byzantine manuscripts’. A different stance is taken by Börje Bydén,
who bases his position on ‘the axiom about the editor’s duty’ and ‘to
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whom the duty is supposed to be owed’. Should the editor’s allegiance
be with the author’s use – intended or actual – or with the modern-day
reader of the text? In choosing between these two options, Bydén
strongly advocates service to the latter and believes it to ‘be ill advised
[...] to impose Byzantine diacritics and punctuation on a readership
that will not derive any benefit from it’. As is apparent even from such
a brief recapitulation, these two papers reflect the on-going scholarly
discussion concerning a crucial question: should we follow the
manuscript usage or should we interpret and ‘normalize’ the punctuation of the codex? We recommend reading these two papers one after
the other to recapture the flavour of the original dialogue between the
authors and enjoy their well-explained and persuasive argumentations.
Nicole Bériou examines other traces of orality, using medieval Latin
sermons, especially from the fourteenth century, as a point of
reference. A central question for Bériou is to what extent traces of an
oral performance can be detected in the written testimonies of
sermons and how the editor can preserve and highlight them, which,
she states, ‘should be [...] the ultimate goal of research.’ The traces
Bériou identifies include repetitions, the use of interjections and
exempla, references to preachers’ body language and the like. The
actual reception of these sermons, on the other hand, is much more
difficult to identify, although Bériou suggests a possible example of
this in contemporary art.
Specific problems arise for editors of Latin texts from the period
between 600 to 800, when the rules governing Latin syntax and
grammar were in upheaval and before the Carolingian language
reform had been introduced. This challenge is discussed by Michael
W. Herren, who uses Gregory of Tours’s History of the Franks along
with the old and new editions of Isidore’s Etymologies to illustrate
different attitudes adopted by editors, pointing out specifically the
disparate goals of a ‘Romanist’ and a ‘Classicist’ editor. Herren poses a
number of questions relevant for editors of texts similar to these: ‘Are
all or even most of the aberrations [...] authorial, or do they represent
the scribbles of illiterate scribes, [...]? Did eighth-century scribes
“translate” a correctly written text into their own unorthodox system
of spelling and grammar, or did they simply copy what was in front of
them? One might also ask: if the same work was also copied by ninth-
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century or later scribes, did these scribes correct and remove
infelicities of spelling and grammar according to Alcuinian
principles?’ With a discussion of these issues as a backdrop Herren
turns to his own edition of Aethicus Ister’s Cosmography, not only
exemplifying the range of linguistic peculiarities the editor must consider but also demonstrating how crucial an examination of such
‘deviations’ from a linguistic norm is, not least for anonymous texts of
unknown date and provenance. Knowledge in these matters as regards
the Cosmography has advanced greatly through Herren’s careful
editorial work, as shown here.
Similarly, when editing the letters of Iakovos Monachos (James the
Monk), also known as Iakovos of Kokkinobaphos, Elizabeth and
Michael Jeffreys had to ponder the question of how far they should
intervene in the text. These letters and homilies are presented by
Elizabeth Jeffreys as ‘tapestries of quotations’, a useful and evocative
image to understand their singular structure as an unbroken weaving
of passages from previous sources stitched together by the minimal
thread of Iakovos’ own words. In fact, James the Monk was so accurate
in reproducing the original text that, sometimes even when he was
writing to a female correspondent, his quotations remained in the
masculine gender. Should the editor make the changes that the
original author presumably forgot to do or, as Jeffreys phrases it,
‘Should the author be allowed to make mistakes, in what was after all a
language with which he was more familiar than his editors some nine
hundred years later and when there was perhaps only one layer of
scribal intervention involved?’ The editing of Iakovos’ letters also
presents another editorial difficulty, besides the laborious identification of the citations, namely, how these sources should be
presented in the apparatus. The structure and contents of the
apparatuses are in fact a fundamental problem for the editor of
Byzantine compilatory texts. Should only variants derived from the
manuscripts of the letters be included, or should Iakovos’ minor
changes and adaptations of the original passages quoted also be
incorporated in the apparatus? Jeffreys guides us through the editing
process and the experimentation that led to the decision of including a
separate critical apparatus dedicated to the relation between the
original patristic quotation and James’s version of it.
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With the contributions by David d’Avray and Caroline Macé we
enter the realm of editorial tools and, in particular, we touch on issues
concerning the stemma codicum. These papers, although concerned
with different textual genres, are complementary in that they both
discuss the possibilities, limitations and reliance of traditional
stemmatology and the ‘common errors method’. The focus of David
d’Avray’s discussion is the term ‘contamination’ (or ‘purification’, as is
sometimes the case according to d’Avray) and the implications of this
phenomenon for an editor. He reviews the method proposed by
Martin West for dealing with contaminated traditions, namely
tabulating agreements in error between manuscripts ‘and thereby
being able to reveal stemmatically independent textual witnesses
without a stemma codicum.’ As d’Avray points out, ‘the evidence of
independence is the gold-dust’ of common error stemmatics. But a
complication is detected that casts doubts on the alleged independence
as revealed by the ‘West tables’: the lack of agreement in error between
two manuscripts could instead turn out to be the result of horizontal
transmission of correct readings and careful ‘editing’ by highly
proficient scribes. Although there is a theoretical and a practical
problem behind this, it does not, as d’Avray shows, undermine the
practical value of the ‘West tables’ for editors.
Caroline Macé’s paper guides us to the new frontiers of textual
criticism, where methods originally created for biologists –
phylogenetic and cladistic analyses – are applied to textual traditions
in order to improve or refine the so-called ‘Lachmannian method’.
Macé presents here the results of the analysis of parts of a medieval
Greek anthology called Florilegium Coislinianum, carried out within a
project on Byzantine encyclopaedism at the Katholieke Universiteit
Leuven. Macé demonstrates the reliability of these methods and how
new ways of analysing relations between manuscripts are opened up.
At the same time she is also able to reassure us of the general
soundness of Lachmann’s traditional method by showing how its
results are confirmed by statistics.
In ending this introduction, we would like to thank, first and foremost, all the contributors to this second volume as well as the Bank of
Sweden Tercentenary Foundation, which continues to fund the Ars
edendi programme. We thank the other members of the Core Group
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of Ars edendi for their help and patience in preparing this book:
Gunilla Iversen, Alexander Andrée, Barbara Crostini, Elisabet Göransson, Brian Møller Jensen, Eva Odelman and Denis Searby. Our thanks
also go to Professor Hans Aili, editor of Studia Latina, for his
comments on this manuscript and his permission to publish it in this
series. Last, but certainly not least, we would like to express our
heartfelt thanks to our student assistants who were in charge of all the
practical arrangements for these lectures and workshops: Robin Wahlsten Böckerman and Klara Borgström. Plans for the third volume of
Ars edendi lectures are well under way and we look forward to the
contributions by William Flynn, Mats Dahlström, Michael Winterbottom and the lectures to be held later this spring and in the autumn
by John Duffy, Frank Coulson, Mariken Teeuwen and Paolo
Maggioni.
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Nicole Bériou is a medieval historian specialized in medieval Latin
sermons. Before taking up her current position as director of the
Institut de recherche et d’histoire des textes in Paris in January 2011,
she was professor of medieval history at l’Université Lumière Lyon 2.
She is renowned for her work on medieval sermons, L’ avénement des
maîtres de la Parole: la prédication à Paris au XIIIe siêcle (1998).
Elizabeth Jeffreys is emerita Bywater and Sotheby professor of
Byzantine and Modern Greek Language and Literature, Oxford University, and emerita fellow of Exeter College. Her publications include
editions of Digenis Akritis (1998) and the thirteenth-century verse
romance The War of Troy (1996), as well as of Iacobi Monachi
Epistulae (2009). Her latest publication is Four Byzantine Novels
(2012), a translation of the twelfth-century Komnenian tales of
romance and adventure.
David d’Avray is professor of history at University College London
and a member of the British Academy. His research interests are
broad, as is shown by his extensive publications on a wide array of
subjects related to medieval religious and cultural history, ranging
from studies on preaching, kingship, and marriage, to his most recent
books on medieval rationalities. As a textual editor he is best known
for his edition of Medieval Marriage Sermons (2001).
Michael W. Herren, professor at York University, Toronto, is a fellow
of the Medieval Academy of America and an expert in medieval Latin
literature from the British Isles. His first major publication was an
edition and translation of the Hisperica famina (1974, 1987). He has
since published editions, translations and studies on both poetry and
prose. His most recent edition is the Cosmographia (2011) by the
pseudonymous Aethicus Ister. In 1990 he founded the Journal of
Medieval Latin and served as its editor for many years.
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Caroline Macé is assistant professor of Classical Greek at the
University of Leuven. She is also the secretary of the Corpus
Christianorum Series Graeca. She is the leader of a number of research
projects, including one on computer-assisted stemmatology, ‘The Tree
of Texts: Towards an empirical model for text transmission and
evolution’. She has worked on several editorial projects: Gregory of
Nazianzus’ Orations (she devoted several articles to his corpus),
Damascius’ In Philebum (2008), Proclus’ In Parmenidem (2007),
Ps.-Basilius’ De Beneficentia (2012), Ps.-Athanasius’ Quaestiones et
Responsiones (a project led in Oxford by Y. Papadogiannakis).
Diether Roderich Reinsch is emeritus professor of Byzantine Studies at
the Freie Universität Berlin. His research interests focus on Byzantine
and Modern Greek literature, palaeography and philology. His vast
production includes, amongst many other important publications, the
critical editions for the Corpus Fontium Historiae Byzantinae of
Critobuli Imbriotae Historiae (1983) and of the famous Alexias by
Anna Komnene (2001).
Börje Bydén received his PhD from the University of Gothenburg and
is currently a research fellow in Ancient Greek at Stockholm University. His main area of research concerns Byzantine and ancient
Greek philosophy, on which he has written several articles since the
publication of his thesis in 2003, Theodore Metochites’ ‘Stoicheiosis
Astronomike’ and the Study of Natural Philosophy and Mathematics in
Early Palaiologan Byzantium.

Written Sermons and Actual Preaching: A Challenge
for Editors

Nicole Bériou

Forty years ago, research on preaching would have been considered
one of the most obvious lacunas in the field of medieval history,
especially for the period between the twelfth and fifteenth centuries
when the dissemination of the word of God through sermons was of
crucial importance in society. This lacuna is fortunately now being
filled, thanks to many different but convergent approaches.1
With regard to editions of written sermons, many series of Latin
texts have been published, including both sermons from the twelfth
and the thirteenth centuries by Abelard, Joachim of Fiore, Anthony of
Padua, Bonaventure, Jordan of Saxony, Bartolomeo da Breganze, Peregrinus of Oppeln, Thomas of Chobham, William of Auvergne,
Ranulph of La Houblonnière, Federico Visconti, and others, and even
by women such as Umilta da Faenza, as well as sermons from the
fifteenth century such as those written by Nicholas of Cusa, James of
the Marches, Roberto Caracciolo and other friars representing the
Observance movement. The fourteenth century, however, has not
received as much attention, perhaps because preaching was less
innovative at the time or because tools for scholars, such as Schneyer’s

This lecture was given 11 February 2010 at Stockholm University.
1

For a good orientation of research and editions of texts, see The Sermon, ed.
by B. Kienzle, Typologie des sources du Moyen Âge occidental, 81–83 (Turnhout: Brepols, 2000). For information on current research, see Medieval Sermon
Studies, an annual publication under the auspices of the International Medieval
Sermons Studies Society (<www.imsss.net> [accessed 10 April 2012]); a
fundamental guide for sermons from the thirteenth century is Louis-Jacques
Bataillon, La prédication au XIIIe siècle en France et en Italie: Études et
documents (Aldershot: Variorum, 1993).

Ars Edendi Lecture Series, vol. 2 (Stockholm, 2012), pp. 9 –34.
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Repertorium,2 are lacking for the period after the middle of the fourteenth century.
New approaches have also been developed as a result of a creative
dialogue between specialists of medieval literature and historians. The
particular field of exempla, previously explored by scholars with an
interest in folklore, has also come to be considered as a source for
knowledge of popular culture and popular religion, mainly in the
French school of historical anthropology under the impulse given by
Jacques Le Goff.3 The results of the collecting and interpreting of these
exempla have now been transferred into the database ThEMA
(Thesaurus Exemplorum Medii Aevi), which is also very useful for all
scholars interested in exempla as a tool of persuasion used by
preachers.4 Paul Zumthor, among others, has moreover soundly
insisted on the role of orality,5 and questions have been raised in this
context about the capacity of written texts to echo the oral activity of
preaching. Michel Zink has made the notions of ‘amont’ and ‘aval’ of
preaching familiar,6 and Carlo Delcorno has drawn attention to the act
of communication as an interaction between three actors: the

2 Johannes Baptist Schneyer, Repertorium der lateinischen Sermones des
Mittelalters für die Zeit von 1150–1350, 11 vols (Münster: Aschendorff,
1969–1980). On collections of Latin sermons after 1350, his preliminary
research, preserved in his unpublished papers, has been made available in the
CD-Rom Edition: Repertorium der lateinischen Sermones des Mittelalters für die
Zeit von 1350–1500 nach der Vorarbeiten von J. B. Schneyer, ed. by L. Hödl and
W. Knoch (Ruhr-Universität Bochum: Aschendorff, 2001).
3 See, among many references, Claude Brémond, Jacques Le Goff and JeanClaude Schmitt, L’Exemplum, Typologie des sources du Moyen Âge occidental,
40 (Turnhout: Brepols, 1982); La religion populaire (Paris: CNRS, 1979); Les
exempla médiévaux: nouvelles perspectives, ed. by J. Berlioz and M. A. Polo de
Beaulieu (Paris: Champion, 1998); Le Tonnerre des exemples: Exempla et
médiation culturelle dans l’Occident médiéval, ed. by M. A. Polo de Beaulieu, P.
Collomb and J. Berlioz (Rennes: Presses universitaires de Rennes, 2010).
4 See the web-site: <gahom.ehess.fr/thema> [accessed 10 April 2012].
5 Paul Zumthor, La lettre et la voix (Paris: Seuil, 1987).
6 Michel Zink, La prédication en langue romane avant 1300 (Paris: Champion,
1976; 2nd edn 1983). ‘Amont’ means traces before the act of preaching (for
instance, a draft by the preacher), and ‘aval’, written traces such as notes taken
down by the listeners, model sermons or spiritual texts written after the
performance and so on.
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preacher, the audience and the sermon itself.7 A close consideration of
the material today available has led to the conclusion that in many
cases traces of the oral discourse are retained in the Latin, no matter
what language was used by the preacher in the actual deliverance,
while texts in the vernacular, at least in large parts of medieval Europe,
are more often to be read rather than texts to be preached. In other
words: on one side, we find what Michel Zink calls ‘prédication dans
un fauteuil’ and on the other side, the ‘real’ preaching, hardly
accessible in a time when no written records of high fidelity can be
expected, even if echoes of the performance can be found in notes or
reportationes, for example in the wealth of Parisian manuscripts which
I have used for my thesis.8
Another conviction has emerged: working on preaching from a
historian’s point of view implies an evaluation of these written traces
of oral discourse in relation to the topic of dissemination of Christian
religion, especially at a time when the Church used preaching as one
of its principal tools for communication. In the thirteenth century, for
the first time in history, religious orders specialized in preaching and
initiated a system of mass communication.9 Later, chronicles mention
the presence of itinerant preachers in towns; town administration
records include invitations made to preachers and sometimes entries
in town account-books can be found regarding payment for the ‘work’
that a friar had done during Lent or Advent, the usual liturgical times
when their campaigns of preaching occurred.10

7 Carlo Delcorno, Giordano da Pisa e l’ antica predicazione volgare (Florence:
Olschki, 1975); see also the recent collection of his articles: ‘Quasi quidam
cantus’, in Studi sulla predicazione medievale, ed. by G. Baffetti, G. Forni, S.
Serventi and O. Visani (Florence: Olschki, 2009).
8 Nicole Bériou, L’ avènement des maîtres de la Parole. La prédication à Paris
au XIIIe siècle, 2 vols (Paris: Institut d’Études augustiniennes, 1998).
9 David d’Avray, The Preaching of the Friars: Sermons diffused from Paris
before 1300 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1985).
10 Hervé Martin, Le métier de prédicateur en France septentrionale à la fin du
Moyen Âge (1350–1520) (Paris: Cerf, 1988); idem, ‘La prédication comme travail
reconnu et rétribué à la fin du Moyen Âge’, in Le travail au Moyen Âge: une
approche interdisciplinaire, ed. by J. Hamesse and C. Muraille-Samaran,
Publications de l’Institut d’Études Médiévales de l’Université Catholique de
Louvain, 10 (Louvain: Université Catholique de Louvain, 1987), pp. 395 –412.
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This accumulation of facts has steered us in new directions in our
research on preaching. Consequently, editors of medieval Latin texts
who work on sermons must also consider whether written sermons
can tell us something about the activity of preaching and about the
aims and practices of preachers, even though this may not be
immediately visible in the written texts. Nevertheless, this should be, I
would say, the ultimate goal of research.
Preaching is indeed performance. One of the most spectacular
expressions of this is found in the famous painting of Bernardine of
Siena standing in front of a crowd gathered in the large piazza in front
of the municipal palace of Siena.11 What is underlined here by the
painter is not the act of speaking but its effective context: a liturgical
space constructed outside the church with a small altar built to the
right of the preacher, who is standing silently on a mobile pulpit
located in the middle of the scene. The faithful, who are listening to his
word, are portrayed before him on two levels according to the social
differentiation between the members of the government of the city
and the ordinary citizens. Men and women are separated, as they
would normally also have been inside the church according to the
manuals of liturgy. All of them, on their knees, express their devotion
to the Name of Jesus figured on the panel that Bernardine holds in his
hands. If we check the complete texts of the sermons which the
Franciscan friar delivered in Siena during three months in 1427, in a
daily mission culminating in this promotion of the cult of the Name of
Jesus,12 it is clear that he spoke on many other topics, from daily life
and morals to the interpretation of the verses of Apocalypse (the
themata of his sermons), but mainly about the duty of fostering
charity in the urban community at a time when struggles were rife
between factions and pacification necessary. Bernardine is also well
known as the initiator of a new style of preaching, remarkably documented by the reportator who took notes of the sermons in viva voce
11 Sano di Pietro, 1445 (Siena, Cathedral, Chapter Room): see Prédication et
liturgie au Moyen Âge, ed. by N. Bériou and F. Morenzoni, Bibliothèque
d’histoire culturelle du Moyen Âge, 5 (Turnhout: Brepols, 2008), ‘Introduction’,
pp. 18–19.
12 The collection of sermons is edited by Carlo Delcorno, Prediche volgari sul
Campo di Siena, 2 vols (Milan: Rusconi, 1989).
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Sano di Pietro (1406–1481): Saint Bernardine Preaching in Piazza del
Campo. Siena, Museo dell’Opera Metropolitana. © 2012. Photo: Opera
Metropolitana Siena/Scala, Florence
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in 1427: his exceptional reportatio de verbo ad verbum includes interjections, precise information on Bernardine’s expressions and
gestures, accounts of the fictional dialogues he used et cetera, in short:
the traces of a language of persuasion through an affective style, often
inspired by the art of the jongleurs. Bernardine is also known for referring in his sermons to images painted in different parts of the city
where he was born. He used them as aide-mémoires of his teachings,13
and the panel of the Name of Jesus functions as a sign of peace in place
of the emblems of the factions struggling against one another in the
city.
What was the effect of all this staging on his listeners? They might
have been touched by strong emotions, and even a more profound
upheaval might have produced conversions — in the sense of metanoia, a change/reorientation of one’s way of life. Bernardine was
certainly able to stimulate the emotions while inculcating ideas and
doctrine at the same time. Unfortunately, this is not registered in the
documentation available today. The reconstruction of his missions,
fascinating as they were, tells us more, in the end, about the personality of the preacher than about the reception of his sermons.
Historians can only note that the veneration of the Name of Jesus,
already promoted in other ways in the thirteenth century,14 spread
rapidly during the fifteenth century thanks to Bernardine and other
friars closely associated with him, to the point that the devotion came
to be expressed and supported by medallions on the sculptured walls
and doors of people’s houses, by the composition of prayers, the celebration of liturgical feasts, and so on.
It is not easy to make the step from performance and its immediate
effects to reception in the broad sense of preaching’s influence on
medieval culture. Here, paradoxically, model sermons can bring us
more information, since they are more representative of ordinary ways
of preaching. The process of standardization and repetition, which
they exemplify, allowed the regular and unceasing circulation of
13 Lina Bolzoni, La rete delle immagini: Predicazione in volgari dalle origini a
Bernardino da Siena (Turin: Einaudi, 2002).
14 Guibert de Tournai, OM, has written a series of sermons inspired by this
devotion (De laude melliflui nominis Jesu Christi: Schneyer, Repertorium der
lateinischen Sermones, II, p. 307), which Bernardine used for promoting the cult.
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mental images, facilitating the reception of the language of preaching
by the ordinary faithful in the congregations.
Furthermore, the preachers are aware of the challenge of securing
this reception by various means. One of the most significant images I
know of has been proposed by William of Auvergne, a Parisian
scholar, master of theology and then Bishop of Paris during the first
half of the thirteenth century, in his De faciebus mundi, which is a kind
of Ars praedicandi developed on the basis of the efficiency of mental
images. He explains that the preacher is like the man who leads the
bride to the groom at a wedding: the bride is the evangelical truth he
receives, whom he has to guard carefully, then to lead out in public
and, finally, to marry off to the human intellect in an indissoluble
union. Again, this marriage is not a true one without its consummation (in other words, the copulatio carnalis): each listener of the
word of God has to give the consent of faith and to receive and
embrace his bride (the veritas evangelica) with love, in order to
produce good works, like parents procreate children. Since, from the
beginning of the thirteenth century, publicity is required in marriages
as a better guarantee of their indissolubility, in the same way, the
‘relatives’ of the newly-married couple imagined by William of
Auvergne in his treatise are expected to be present. These witnesses
are all the components of a good sermon: rationes, exempla and
parabole.15
Many echoes of this concern for reception may be found in other
words addressed to the audience, especially in the prothemata placed
at the beginning of sermons, in which considerations about the
preacher, the listeners and the word of God are usually given in detail.
Sometimes they suggest a vivid representation of what is expected
from the meeting of the three actors of preaching. For example, in the
prothema of a sermon for the Third Sunday of Lent, Luca of Bitonto, a
Franciscan, elaborates a lovely comparison with music in which the
preacher plays the cithara (the word of God) while the listeners play
the drum (tympanum), repenting and beating their breast in peni15 De faciebus mundi, prologue (Paris, Bibliothèque nationale de France,
nouvelles acquisitions latines 270, fol. 18r). On the author, see also: Autour de
Guillaume d’ Auvergne († 1249), ed. by F. Morenzoni and J.-Y. Tilliette,
Bibliothèque d’histoire culturelle du Moyen Âge, 2 (Turnhout: Brepols, 2005).
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tence, so that all of them harmoniously play together such terrifying
music as to put the devil to flight.16
Traces of an effective reception, however, can hardly be identified.
Nevertheless, a late but, in my opinion, plausible case is offered by the
famous painting in the Sistine Chapel, from the brush of Michelangelo.17 Between 1535 and 1541, he painted one of his best known
compositions, the Last Judgement, on the wall behind the altar. As is
usual in such a representation, Christ is shown at the forefront with
his mother, the Virgin Mary, close at hand interceding for the sinners.
But on the other side, in an emphatic position, there is a portrait of St
Bartholomew. He is immediately recognizable from the knife in his
right hand and his own flayed skin in his left, recalling the manner of
his martyrdom. Everybody knows that Michelangelo painted his selfportrait on the flayed skin, since his friend Dom Miniato Pitti testified
to this in a letter written as early as 1545. It is easy to interpret Michelangelo’s self-portrait as his signature on the work, but also, perhaps, as
an image of the achievement that art offers a painter, a kind of new
birth that introduces him into everlasting life based on his recognition
as a creator. It could explain the unusual placement of the saint in the
composition of this scene.
The treatment of the figure of the saint itself is not entirely original.
Previous images had already shown St Bartholomew carrying his skin
on his arm (or on his shoulder), often while busy preaching to the
pagans and converting them to the Christian faith. Here, however, the
saint is not preaching; he is triumphant after having been stripped of
his skin, and he is changed into a man at the perfect age of
resurrection according to the model of Christ himself. This is a figure
of the transformation that occurs through baptism, as St Paul explains
in his epistles, and this is a common teaching of preachers in their
sermons on St Bartholomew too.

16 See Nicole Bériou, ‘Les instruments de musique dans l’imaginaire des
prédicateurs’, in Les représentations de la musique au Moyen Âge: Actes du
colloque, 2–3 avril 2004, ed. by M. Clouzot and C. Laloue (Paris: Cité de la
Musique, 2005), pp. 108–119.
17 See Nicole Bériou, ‘Pellem pro pelle. Les sermons pour la fête de saint
Barthélemy au XIIIe siècle’, Micrologus, 13 (2005): La pelle umana/The human
Skin, 267–284, and 7 ills.
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The biblical verse usually chosen as the thema of these sermons is
taken from Job (2. 4): Pellem pro pelle, which means, according to the
interpretation of preachers, the abandoning of an old skin for a new
one, in other words, a figure of conversion as a second baptism. The
most common way of teaching this in sermons is to play on the idea
that the skin is like a piece of clothing that people can take on or off
according to their needs. Jacobus de Voragine composed one of the
three sermons of his de sanctis for the feast of St Bartholomew by
using this metaphor, with a constant repetition of the words induere /
deponere. Of course this does not mean that Michelangelo wanted to
illustrate the language of preachers in his painting, but I am convinced
that something of their teachings was familiar enough to him, and also
to anybody in society, to enrich such an image with several levels of
interpretation accessible to many people at that time.
Putting performance and its effects aside now, let us take a closer
look at the more usual documentation, that is, at the written texts
which provide the means to reconstruct preaching practice through
the message delivered by the preachers. These written texts belong to
the comprehensive category of ‘sermons’. The Latin word sermo has
superseded the ancient denomination homilia, borrowed from the
Greek and shared by the Fathers of the eastern and western parts of
the Church in the Early Middle Ages. Sermo, however, is a polysemic
word which needs to be further explored. The profane sense of the
word (‘a way of talking’, close to ‘conversation’, in contrast to the high
style discourse) was common during Antiquity, and St Augustine still
understood it in this way.18 As a process of persuasion the public
performance of preaching could not do without rhetoric. This
practice, more evident in letters, has left traces in some written
sermons too. For example, the sermo de nativitate beate Marie virginis,
written by Fulbert, Bishop of Chartres, at the beginning of the eleventh

18 Christine Mohrmann, Études sur le latin des chrétiens, II: Latin chrétien et
médiéval (Rome: Edizioni di storia e letteratura, 1961), ‘Praedicare, tractare,
sermo’, pp. 63 –72; Jean Longère, ‘Le vocabulaire de la prédication’, in La
lexicographie du latin médiéval et ses rapports avec les recherches actuelles sur la
civilisation du Moyen Âge: Actes du colloque international, Paris 18–21 octobre,
1978, ed. by Y. Lefèvre (Paris: CNRS, 1981), pp. 303–320.
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century,19 is clearly constructed according to the rules of classical
rhetoric in four parts: exordium, narratio, argumentatio and conclusio.
At the same time, a close reading of the text shows that all the
elements of a liturgical lectio are also included in a structured order:
the preacher first affirms the importance of the celebration, secondly
he enumerates the signs announcing the birth of the Virgin, and
finally he celebrates her origin and her name, praises her, recounts
miracles performed through her intercession and concludes with a
final prayer. Such a structure raises the question whether Fulbert was
writing a discourse for oral performance or composing a liturgical
text. Whatever the answer, the circulation of this text, testified by
thirty-nine manuscripts, is related to its liturgical use, which reminds
us again of how difficult it is to recognize the features of preaching
practice through the written texts of ‘sermons’.
The knowledge of the rules of rhetoric, mainly transmitted by
Pseudo Cicero’s Rhetorica ad Herennium, was certainly shared in
cultivated circles of scholars familiar with the liberal arts, and the
presence of this manual in many libraries testifies to its audience.
From the twelfth century onwards, however, there is a deeper
insistence on the peculiarity of sacred oratory as a special discourse
that gives access to faith, doctrine and morals through a systematic
interpretation of the Bible; and a prominent place is given to the
techniques adopted in the schools for such an interpretation. In the
cathedral schools of Laon and then of Paris, the practice of the Gloss
combines the compilation of authorities from the Fathers with
sententiae formulated by the masters.20 An application of similar
techniques progressively gave a new shape to the medieval sermo.
Instead of a line by line commentary of entire pericopes (which we will
call homilia with reference to the tradition of the sacred rhetoric of the
Fathers), a short sentence of the Scripture, usually borrowed from a

19 See Gilbert Dahan, ‘Fulbert de Chartres, Sermon IV sur la Nativité de la
Vierge Marie, Vierge et Génitrice de Dieu. Étude et traduction’, Bulletin de la
Société archéologique d’Eure-et-Loir, Supplément, Mémoire XXXIV-3, 94
(October–December 2007), 23–46.
20 For the School of Laon and the activity of master Anselm, see Cédric Giraud,
Per verba magistri: Anselme de Laon et son école au XIIe siècle, Bibliothèque
d’histoire culturelle du Moyen Âge, 8 (Turnhout: Brepols, 2010).
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text incorporated into the liturgy, was quoted as the main authority,
divided, and explained systematically, part by part. Other techniques
provided structure and material to these ‘modern’ sermons. Interpretation of proper names, in the tradition of St Jerome and others,
allowed the preachers to practice the ‘hermeneutical jump’ as it is
done in exegesis.21 A similar technique was applied to single words in
order to uncover their multiple senses in various parts of the Bible,
giving birth to the extremely widespread method of Distinctiones.
Particular attention was also focused on those words of the sacred text
that allowed connections to be made to the common cultural framework of the daily experience of men and women unable to read books
but familiar with the Book of Nature. Many figures, images and comparisons used by preachers correspond to this double cultural
reservoir.
Then, even if we assume that preachers had a minimal knowledge
of the rules of classical rhetoric and that such rules were used in the
oral delivery of any kind of speech, including sacred oratory, most
written sermons, with the exception of the reportationes, are not
faithful witnesses to these aspects of performance. They do reveal
traces of the preparatory work based on a strong familiarity with the
Bible and on a systematic technique of interpretation. Much more
than a testimony of effective preaching as it was actually delivered,
they consist in a materia praedicabilis, arranged in various forms.
Among them, the category of model sermons represents the most
rational answer to the needs of preachers. They follow a standard
classification according to the feasts of the liturgical calendar and their
display of ready-made elaborations consists in the multiple divisions
and subdivisions of the texts (often indicated in manuscripts by paragraph signs and marginal notes) that are re-usable in many different
ways, entirely or piecemeal.22
But the habit of collecting material without order or concern for the
standardization of texts gave rise to much more ill-assorted
21 Gilbert Dahan, L’ exégèse chrétienne de la Bible en Occident médiéval (Paris:
Cerf, 1999).
22 See for example Monica Hedlund, ‘The Use of Model Sermons at Vadstena:
a Case Study’, in Constructing the Medieval Sermon, ed. by R. Andersson
(Turnhout: Brepols, 2007), pp. 117–164.
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collections, mainly during the thirteenth century, which was a period
of intense textual production. One example has recently been analysed
by Franco Morenzoni, who is preparing a complete edition of the
sermons of William of Auvergne.23 A large collection of five to six
hundred texts is preserved. In this particular case, it is indeed impossible to give a precise figure, because the same biblical verse, used
as the thema, may be followed by a variety of thematic elaborations
that make up an intricate landscape: they may be parallel versions of
the same oral delivery or successive variations on the same thema for
various occasions. Moreover, in contrast to the standardized Latin of
the collection of model sermons, words in the vernacular are found
from time to time as traces of the oral delivery. For all that, these texts
are not, strictly speaking, a species of the ‘macaronic sermon’ in which
the change of languages seems to function as a subtle technique for an
effective performance.24
From the variety of written testimonies of sermons delivered from
the pulpit by friars and masters, Father L.-J. Bataillon distinguished
two main categories, namely ‘sermons reportés’ and ‘sermons
rédigés’.25 Here the criterion for classification was given by the process
of production: either listeners made notes of the sermons or preachers
wrote down versions of what they intended to say and sometimes later
composed models by giving a personal written formulation of their
actual preaching. Now, rather than variants in the transmission of
actual preaching (in the parallel versions of all these sermons, either
reported or redacted, we find recurrent combinations of form and
content), as an editor of texts, I am inclined to introduce a slightly
different distinction which takes into consideration the relation that
23 Franco Morenzoni, ‘Le corpus homilétique de Guillaume d’Auvergne,
évêque de Paris’, Sacris erudiri. A Journal on the Inheritance of Early and
Medieval Christianity, 46 (2007), 287–369. The first two volumes of his edition
of the sermons are Guillelmi Alverni Sermones de tempore, 2 vols, Corpus
Christianorum Continuatio Mediaevalis, 230–230A (Turnhout: Brepols,
2010–2011).
24 See Siegfried Wenzel, Macaronic Sermons: Bilingualism and Preaching in
Late Medieval England (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1994).
25 Louis-Jacques Bataillon, ‘Sermons rédigés, sermons réportés (XIIIe siècle)’,
Medioevo e Rinascimento, 3 (1989), 69–86, repr. in La prédication au XIIIe s. (see
above, n. 1).
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texts have with preaching as a practice.26 This would allow for two
main categories: (1) collections of model sermons shaped for
apprenticeship, written in order to help preachers organize their
speech and to master methods of communication; (2) sermons related
to the event of preaching (and among them, reported and redacted
sermons) — without forgetting that any kind of written sermon can
play the role, at some point, of a model for the preparation of another
one, but maintaining the idea that, for historians, special importance
has to be given to the traces of actual preaching as referring to
particular events, more or less carefully recorded according to the
varying attention of witnesses.
Model sermons arranged in organized collections were normally
made for a wide diffusion — sometimes without success.27 They are
usually preserved in dozens of manuscripts (more than one hundred is
not rare) as well as in printed versions. In such a case, an edition can
be made by using a limited set of textual witnesses, according to the
style of the inherent variants. The main problem, as David d’Avray has
splendidly demonstrated,28 is to check whether the manuscripts preserve traces of an active copying process that includes original
26 Louis-Jacques Bataillon, in his article ‘Approaches to the study of medieval
sermons’, Leeds Studies in English, n.s. 2 (1980), 19 –35, repr. in La prédication au
XIIIe s., also points implicitly to this distinction in his successive considerations
on: (1) collections, among which a particular place is reserved to ‘ordered’
collections, and (2) versions, where he considers the relation between the written
text and the oral speech.
27 For example, the huge collections composed by Eudes de Châteauroux are
known by very few manuscripts (see Alexis Charansonnet, ‘L’ évolution de la
predication du cardinal Eudes de Châteauroux (1190?–1273): une approche
statistique’, in De l’homélie au sermon: Histoire de la prédication médiévale. Actes
du Colloque international de Louvain-la-Neuve (9–11 juillet 1992), ed. by J.
Hamesse and X. Hermand (Louvain-la-Neuve: Institut d’Études Médiévales de
l’Université Catholique de Louvain, 1993), pp. 103–142); the collection gathered
by Federico Visconti is known by one manuscript, but here the marginal notes
give an idea of the intensive use of the text by various readers at different times,
see Les sermons et la visite pastorale de Federico Visconti, archevêque de Pise
(1254/1257–1277), ed. by N. Bériou and I. le Masne de Chermont (Rome: École
française de Rome, 2001).
28 David d’Avray, Medieval Marriage Sermons: Mass Communication in a
Culture without Print (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001).
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additions. Standardization is underway in the thirteenth century,
which means that the number of significant variants tends to
diminish. A group of three to five witnesses can offer a good idea of
these tools for preachers.29 However, the particular way of reproduction by exemplar and pecia in the manuscripts has to be taken into
account as often as possible: in many cases the texts produced by this
system are not the most satisfying for a sufficient understanding of
their contents, but because this system of reproduction allowed a wide
diffusion, they are especially valuable in the eyes of historians. Such a
set of texts is a coherent work in itself, usually composed by a
particular author as an exhaustive series (dominicales or de tempore, de
sanctis or de festis, quadragesimale, and sometimes ad status).
However, because the huge quantity of sermons included in a single
collection makes it difficult to produce a complete edition in a short
period of time, an interesting option is to edit a series of texts written
by different authors for the same liturgical feast. Father Bataillon did
this for the Third Sunday of Lent30 and David d’Avray for the Second
Sunday after Epiphany.31 Other suitable occasions would be the feasts
of the Virgin Mary, or a saint,32 or the newly created feasts such as the
Feast of the Corpus Christi, or for special circumstances such as the
synods. In each case, such a constructed series would offer a good
basis for comparison between the various authors’ production, and it
29 The recommendation — not too many manuscripts, and a clear explanation
of the reasons why the choice of such a set has been made — is given by LouisJacques Bataillon in his article ‘Les problèmes de l’ édition des sermons et des
ouvrages pour prédicateurs au XIIIe siècle’, in The Editing of Theological and
Philosophical Texts from the Middle Ages. Acts of the Conference Arranged by the
Department of Classical Languages, University of Stockholm, 29–31 August 1984,
ed. M. Asztalos, Studia Latina Stockholmiensia, 30 (Stockholm: Almqvist &
Wiksell International, 1986), pp. 105–120 (p. 116). This article is reprinted in his
La prédication au XIIIe siècle en France et en Italie.
30 Louis-Jacques Bataillon, ‘Early Scholastic and Mendicant Preaching as
Exegesis of Scripture’, in Ad litteram: Authoritative Texts and their Medieval
Readers, ed. by M. D. Jordan and K. Emery Jr (Notre Dame: University of Notre
Dame Press, 1996), pp. 165–198.
31 David d’Avray, Medieval Marriage Sermons.
32 Gabor Klaniczay (Central European University, Budapest) has supervised
two theses dealing with sermons, one on Saint Elisabeth of Hungary (Otto
Gecser, 2007), the other on Saint Stanislas (Stanislava Kuzmova, 2010).
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would help to discern the singularity of each set in spite of a very
standardized message and the possible interdependence between series
of models, which can then be checked by a more systematic comparison between two collections for example.
Texts related to the event of preaching form a composite category
with multiple subdivisions. The written text can preserve an isolated
sermon on a particular topic, such as, among many examples, the
sermon delivered by Matthew of Aquasparta, future cardinal, about
the duties imposed to this category of prelates,33 or it can be an
example of specific rhetoric in given circumstances, such as the
sermon delivered at Avignon by Nicholas Oresme before Pope Urban
V in 1363.34 Collections of sermons delivered at particular places are
more frequently preserved, either by the preacher himself, for instance
Federico Visconti in Pisa, or by listeners in the audience who took
notes. Among the earliest examples are Stephen Langton’s sermons in
Paris from the end of the twelfth century.35 Many other collections
were gathered in Paris, at the university or outside, during the thirteenth century, by students who then brought their personal
manuscripts home: for this reason, many ‘Parisian’ collections are now
widespread all over Europe.36
Another important occasion for regular preaching arose at the time
of the Conciliar period, from which significant records of sermons

33 Louis-Jacques Bataillon, ‘Le cardinalat vu par un futur cardinal: un sermon
de Matthieu d’Aquasparta’, Archivum Franciscanum Historicum, 87 (1994),
129–134 (the text belongs to a series of Matthew’s autograph sermons, but is
unique in its content).
34 Mathieu Caesar, ‘Prêcher coram papa Urbano V. Edition et commentaire
d’un sermon de Nicole Oresme’, Revue Mabillon, n. s., 19 (= t. 80) (2008),
191–230.
35 Phyllis Barzillay Roberts, Stephanus de Lingua Tonante: Studies in the
Sermons of Stephen Langton, Studies and Texts, Pontifical Institute of Mediaeval
Studies, 16 (Toronto: PIMS, 1968); Nicole Bériou, ‘La prédication d’Etienne
Langton. Un état de la question quarante ans après la thèse de Phyllis Roberts’,
in Etienne Langton, prédicateur, bibliste et théologien, ed. by L.-J. Bataillon, N.
Bériou, G. Dahan and R. Quinto, Bibliothèque d’histoire culturelle du Moyen
Age, 9 (Turnhout: Brepols, 2010), pp. 397–425.
36 See Nicole Bériou, L’ avènement des maîtres de la Parole.
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delivered to the assemblies have been preserved.37 The most elusive
category, however, consists of sermons delivered during itinerant
preaching. The missions inaugurated by hermits from the end of the
eleventh century did not induce their audience to take notes and
preserve their preaching, which is only known from information
through legendae and sometimes through chronicles. The same is true
for the friars in the thirteenth century, for example during the famous
movement of the Alleluia (1233) in Northern Italy.38 Such an initiative
supposed a familiarity with the techniques of tachygraphy and a widespread interest in preaching, two conditions certainly present in Paris
among university students, mainly of the schools of theology, but not
elsewhere, at least not until a strong interest arose through Giordano
da Pisa’s preaching in Florence in the first decade of the fourteenth
century, from which hundreds of texts were directly reported in the
vernacular. Later on, a similar interest can be observed in periods of
crisis, such as the Great Plague, for example in Tournai, where
listeners discussed the words of the many preachers speaking one after
the other in the crowded places of the city, but the only testimonies
come from chronicles and not from reportationes or from notes

37 See <www.bibsocamer.org/BibSite/Nighman-Stump/index.html> [accessed
10 April 2012], where Chris Nighman and Phillip Stump have set up the webpage ‘A Bibliographical Register of the Sermons and Other Orations Delivered at
the Council of Constance (1414–1418)’.
38 The event is well known thanks to Salimbene de Adam, OM, in his
Chronicle, and research in the archives of the towns where the friars delivered
their sermons has allowed historians to estimate their influence in the field of
social and moral reform. See André Vauchez, ‘Une campagne de pacification en
Lombardie autour de 1233: l’action politique des ordres mendiants d’après la
réforme des statuts communaux et les accords de paix’, Mélanges de l’École
française de Rome, Moyen-Âge, 78 (1966), 519 –549; Augustine Thompson,
Revival Preachers and Politics in Thirteenth-Century Italy: The Great Devotion of
1233 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1992). In Germany, a few years later, Berthold of
Regensburg complained that people in the audience were unable to copy
correctly in their notes what he said: it is the reason why he had decided to
compose himself collections of models inspired by his activity of itinerant
preacher, see Roberto Rusconi, ‘Reportatio’, Medioevo e Rinascimento, 3 (1989),
7–36 (p. 11).
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written by the preachers themselves.39 Written texts of sermons as
witnesses of an actual practice are the exception, which gives a special
value to the personal manuscript owned by an anonymous Dominican
friar at the very end of the thirteenth century.40 Such manuscripts
become more frequent with the spread of the Observance, especially in
Italy where friars of this movement gave great importance to written
culture.41
In any case, none of the Latin written texts can be compared to the
unique reportatio in the vernacular of sermons delivered by Bernardine in 1427: in Latin texts a filter is created by the change of
languages; the preachers also make selections of what they intended to
say, and the listeners do the same of what they heard; the two can
sometimes be balanced by the confrontation of several reportationes or
by the comparison between the preacher’s own draft of his sermon
and a reportatio by a listener.42 Whatever the particular characteristics
of each of these traditions, an edition has to treat unique pieces: they
should not be mixed, but placed side by side, if possible placed in
parallel columns, in order to facilitate comparison between the
different versions of the same oral delivery.43

39 See Hervé Martin, Le métier de prédicateur, pp. 31–35, who refers at length
to Gilles le Muisit in the Chronicle of Saint Martin of Tournai; in 1399, when
Francesco di Marco Datini joins the Bianchi, he reports in his letters that
sermons took place during the processions but he does not say anything about
their contents.
40 Louis-Jacques Bataillon, ‘La prédication populaire d’un dominicain italien à
la fin du XIIIe siècle (Göttingen Univ. Bibl. Theol. 156 A)’, Archivum Fratrum
praedicatorum, 65 (1995), 171–183.
41 Letizia Pellegrini (Università di Macerata) focuses her research on this
particular topic of the culture of the book and the use of books in the milieu of
the Franciscan Observance.
42 See Medioevo e Rinascimento, 3 (1989), quoted above n. 24, especially the
contributions by Louis-Jacques Bataillon, Jacques Guy Bougerol and Nicole
Bériou.
43 Examples of this arrangement can be found in Nicole Bériou, La prédication
de Ranulphe de la Houblonnière: Sermons aux clercs et aux simples gens à Paris
au XIIIe siècle (Paris: Études augustiniennes, 1987); eadem, ‘La reportation des
sermons parisiens à la fin du XIIIe siècle’, Medioevo e Rinascimento, 3 (1989),
87–123; and for Langton, eadem, ‘La prédication d’Etienne Langton’.
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Since the Latin tradition of written sermons offers the opportunity
to study methods of communication on a large scale and to observe
the use of the same techniques and the participation in a common
culture during a long period of time, a minimum of standardization in
the edition itself is desirable for all these kinds of texts. To make the
structure clear the text should be divided into paragraphs according to
the main successive parts. The use of italics for biblical quotations also
helps the reader to understand the text, since the quotations always
represent the main authority and often function as a basis for the
structuration of the texts. The identification of these references and
some research on the commentaries usually accompanying the sacred
text (at least on the Glossa ordinaria) are indispensable. Other sources,
too, have to be located and identified: various authorities, often culled
from florilegia (such as the Decretum of Gratian, the Sentences of Peter
Lombard, or manuals like the Manipulus florum44), or from the liturgy
(quotations from the Bible and from saints’ legends), and, finally,
narratives (among which the exempla). Our experience of electronic
editions demonstrates their usefulness as a substitute or a complement
of the printed version,45 either for enabling a full-text research on
words which is more efficient than with any kind of index, or — if the
text has been tagged — for offering various ways of displaying the text
almost ad libitum.
Editions of sermons can help a specialist of medieval literature or a
historian of ideas to understand more completely the personality of an

44 An interesting case of a copious use of this florilegium has been studied by
Christine Boyer, ‘Un témoin précoce de la réception du Manipulus florum au
début du XIVe siècle: le recueil de sermons du dominicain Guillaume de
Sauqueville’, Bibliothèque de l’École des Chartes, 164 (2006), 43–70.
45 For example, in the double edition of Jacopo da Varazze, Sermones
quadragesimales: (1) a critical edition on the basis of a careful selection of
manuscripts, prepared by Giovanni Paolo Maggioni (Florence: Galluzzo, 2005)
and (2) an electronic edition prepared by a team of scholars in Lyon on the basis
of an ancient printed edition (R. Clutius, Augsburg and Krakow, 1760) and
accessible on the website <sermones.net> [accessed 10 April 2012]. For another
example of an electronic edition, see Ildikó Bárczi, ‘L’ édition numérique des
sermons de Pelbart de Temesvár’, paper delivered in July 2006 during the 15th
Symposium of the International Medieval Sermon Studies Society, Piliscsaba,
<syrena.elte.hu/hatvanodik/Barczi_pelbart.htm> [accessed 10 April 2012].

WRITTEN SERMONS AND ACTUAL PREACHING

27

author, complementing other documents, in the case of masters, or
lectors among the friars, who also wrote commentaries, Summae,
questions et cetera. From the point of view of religious history,
standard messages are also very important, since they form the basis
and core of the teaching to be received and appropriated by the
audience. For a good balance of uniformity and diversity, we need
samples of preaching from various places and different periods. A lot
of work has already been done in this respect but the material is huge
and other samples have to be provided in the various categories of
texts.
We can hardly uncover the actual reception but, by trying to edit as
many texts as possible, we can provide ways of following the
circulation of ideas as supported by rhetorical figures and distinctions,
probably the most characteristic form of influence of sermons on
medieval culture after the twelfth century. A brief but significant
example can illustrate this: the figure of the dove in sermons. For us,
the most familiar interpretation of the dove would probably be ‘peace’,
which is inherited from the biblical story of Noah to whom the dove
brings an olive branch. In medieval sermons, the figure of the dove
can be used as a representation of the Holy Ghost even though, as
Silvana Vecchio has demonstrated, a more common image is that of
the tongues of fire from the commentary of the event of Pentecost.46
In the Gospel of St Matthew, Chapter 4, the Holy Ghost is present at
Christ’s baptism, appearing in the form of a dove. The Gloss to this
passage introduces a list of properties directly borrowed from
bestiaries,47 and a similar one is found in the Gloss to Canticles,
Chapter 1: Oculi tui columbarum. But instead of representing God, the
dove is in most cases a figure of the Christian, which is corroborated
by the passage in Matthew, Chapter 10, on the simplicity of the dove
and the prudence of the serpent. However, it does not represent just

46 Silvana Vecchio, ‘Les langues de feu. Pentecôte et rhétorique sacrée dans les
sermons des XIIe et XIIIe siècle’, in La parole du prédicateur, Ve-XVe s, ed. by.
R. M. Dessi and M. Lauwers (Nice: Centre d’études médiévales, 1997), pp.
255–269.
47 The most complete is Hugues de Fouilloy’s Aviarium, ed. and trans. by W.
B. Clark in The Medieval Book of Birds: Hugh of Fouilloy’s Aviarium (Binghampton: Medieval and Renaissance Texts and Studies, 1992).
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any faithful person, but only those at the highest level of perfection,
such as the contemplatives48 or the preachers: in both cases, they are
compared to the dove that usually stays close to the flowing waters of
the river, since both contemplatives and preachers frequently turn to
the Holy Scripture.49 But there is one exception to the rule. One
property of the dove, isolated and treated by itself, is the fact that this
bird builds its nest in the hollow of the rock. In the same way, any
Christian can find a place of refuge in the wounds of Christ.50 In other
words, the Passion of Christ, that fundamental theme of Christian
devotion propagated by the influence of Cistercian spirituality and the
preaching of the Friars, is proclaimed as a mystery accessible to anybody, and this is an echo to the assertion, common in sermons, that
the crucifix is a mirror where anybody can see his or her faults and be
directly converted, even without the assistance of preachers.

48 See Guilelmus Peraldus, Sermon on St Benedict Quis dabit mihi pennas (Ps.
54. 7) in Schneyer, Repertorium der lateinischen Sermones, II, p. 559, no. 350.
49 See the Glossa ordinaria on Cant. 1 (Strasbourg: Rusch, 1480/81; repr.
Turnhout: Brepols, 1992 and 1998); Hugh of St Cher, Postilla on Cant. 1
(Venice: [n. pub.], 1703), III, fol. 111v; G. Peraldus, Sermon on St Benedict (see
previous note).
50 Among other examples, Anthony of Padua, in a sermon for the Purification,
compares the true penitents to the dove in this way: ‘in foramine petre (Ct 2. 14),
idest latere Iesu Christi, nidificant, et si qua carnis tentationis tempestas
ingruerit, ad latus Christi fugiunt ibique se abscondunt, dicentes cum propheta
(Ps 60. 4): Esto mihi, Domine, turris fortitudinis a facie inimici’ (S. Antonii
Patavini Sermones dominicales et festivi, ed. by B. Costa, L. Frasson and J.
Luisetto (Padova: Messaggero,1979), II, p. 138).
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Tapestries of Quotation: The Challenges of Editing
Byzantine Texts*

Elizabeth M. Jeffreys

My understanding is that the Ars edendi laboratory of editorial
philology (a term to applaud!) has four categories of texts as the focus
of its research into medieval textual issues — commentaries and
glosses; liturgical texts; collections of model texts; and lastly,
anthological compilations, defined as anthologies and florilegia (which
are textual excerpts arranged alphabetically or thematically) and
gnomologia (consisting of collections of maxims and anecdotes). The
texts and the author on whom I shall be concentrating here fall into
that last category of anthological compilation, though not in a
straightforward way, as will become clear. More particularly, I have
been asked to consider the importance of editing compilatory
medieval texts, the idiosyncratic editorial challenges produced by texts
made up of quotations, and how texts of this sort fit into medieval
culture and medieval attitudes to sources. This challenge fits in with
the remarks on the Ars edendi web-site that (I quote), ‘due to the fluid
nature of their textual tradition, compilations of this sort [that is,
anthological], which were widely utilized throughout Antiquity and
the Middle Ages, confront the modern editor with a number of
problems, such as how adequately to deal with accretions, depletions,
difficulties of establishing authorial intention, etc.’
This lecture was given 7 June 2010 at Stockholm University.
*In June 2010 I, with my husband Michael, spent an instructive and enjoyable
few days in Stockholm. We would both like to thank all the Ars edendi team for
their warm hospitality and instructive conversations — in particular Denis
Searby and my friend and former student Alessandra Bucossi. The lecture that I
gave on that occasion is presented here in a form very close to that of its oral
delivery.

Ars Edendi Lecture Series, vol. 2 (Stockholm, 2012), pp. 35– 61.
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The author who will be the focus of this lecture wrote in Greek, in
Constantinople, in the mid-twelfth century, in the decade of the 1140s.
He is known as Iakovos Monachos or James the Monk, and also as
Iakovos (or James) of Kokkinobaphos. He has long been recognised as
the author of a collection of letters of spiritual advice, first noticed —
for example — in 1648 by François Combefis (1605 –1679),1 who
thought the letters were addressed to the eighth-century empress
Eirene; next by Du Cange (1610 –1688) who considered them to date
from the eleventh century;2 they are mentioned in the Bibliotheca
Graeca of Johann Fabricius (1666 –1736), where they are attributed to
a thirteenth-century archbishop of Bulgaria;3 in 1897, Krumbacher
reports the then on-going debate between Vasilievsky and Kirpicnikov
that attributed these letters either to the eighth or to the twelfth
century;4 in the second volume of Chalandon’s Les Comnène
(published in 1912) they are definitely put in the twelfth century;5
however, in Beck’s Kirche und theologische Literatur from 1959 the
dating is left ambiguous.6 The letters attracted the attention of Michael
Jeffreys and myself in the late 1970s when we were beginning to

1 See the notice in his hand pasted into Paris, Bibliothèque nationale de
France, Ancien fonds grec, 3039 and the material in François Combefis, Sancti
patris nostri Asterii Amaseae episcopi aliorumque plurium dissertissimorum
ecclesiae graecae parum ac tractorum lectae nova eruditissimiaeque (Paris:
Antonii Bertier, 1648), pp. 1248 –1285; note too the comments by Pierre
Augustin, ‘Bulletin codicologique, no. 461’ (notice on Jeffreys, Epistulae),
Scriptorium, 63.2 (2009), *178 –179 on extracts transcribed by Combefis and
Charles-François Toustain (1700–1754) and now in the Bibliothèque nationale
de France, Paris.
2 Charles Du Fresne Du Cange, Glossarium ad scriptores mediae et infimae
Graecitatis (Lyons: Anissonios, 1688), Index auctorum, p. 28; see also the note in
BnF, gr. 3039.
3 Johann A. Fabricius, Bibliotheca Graeca, 4th edn, rev. by G. C. Harles
(Hamburg: Christian Liebezeit, 1809), XI, p. 637.
4 Karl Krumbacher, Geschichte der byzantinischen Litteratur (Munich: Beck,
1897), p. 172.
5 Ferdinand Chalandon, Les Comnène: études sur l’empire byzantin au XIe et
au XIIe siècles, 2 vols (Paris: Picard, 1900 –1912), II: Jean II Comnène et Manuel I
Comnène (1912), pp. 212–213, note 1.
6 Hans-Georg Beck, Kirche und theologische Literatur im byzantinischen Reich
(Munich: Beck, 1959), p. 629.
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investigate the literary patronage exercised by a female member of the
Komnenian court — the somewhat enigmatic Sevastokratorissa
Eirene, widowed sister-in-law of the Emperor Manuel II Komnenos
(1143 –1181). The letters of Iakovos appeared to have been addressed
to this Eirene, but they were unpublished. The editio princeps finally
appeared in 2009,7 some thirty years after we first transcribed the text
— a protracted gestation due more to the upheavals of academic life
than to problems with the letters themselves, though these, as will
become apparent, were not lacking either.
I propose to start by setting the context for the letters, discussing
first the Sevastokratorissa Eirene and then Iakovos and his writings; I
will then move on to the peculiarities of those writings, the editorial
problems that they pose and the cultural questions that they suggest.
First, Eirene. She attracts attention because she is part of that
interesting phenomenon of twelfth-century Constantinople — the
aristocratic patroness of literature. Eirene is perhaps the most
intriguing example because in many ways the most elusive, and the
most versatile in her interests.8 Other female patronesses include the
Empress Eirene Doukaina, wife (and then widow) of Alexios I (died
1118), who gathered a theatron, or literary salon, in the 1120s,
attended by — amongst others — Michael Italikos and her son-in-law
Nikephoros Bryennios; letters appear to have been read out there, but
what else is not clear.9 More famous, of course, is Eirene Doukaina’s
daughter, Anna Komnene, who quite apart from her own literary
accomplishments in the Alexiad, given its final shape probably in the

7 Iacobi Monachi Epistulae, ed. by E. and M. Jeffreys, Corpus Christianorum
Series Graeca, 68 (Turnhout: Brepols, 2009).
8 For an initial statement on her literary interests, see Elizabeth Jeffreys, ‘The
Sevastokratorissa Eirene as Literary Patroness: The Monk Iakovos’, Jahrbuch der
Österreichischen Byzantinistik, 32.3 (1982), 63 –72.
9 For a survey of aristocratic women as patrons which is focused on Eirene but
notices her contemporaries and takes in issues of patronage in general, see
Elizabeth Jeffreys, ‘The Sevastokratorissa Eirene as Patron’, in the collection of
papers edited by Michael Grünbart, Margaret Mullett and Lioba Theis as Female
Founders in a special issue of Wiener Jahrbuch für Kunstgeschichte, 60
(forthcoming, 2012).
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late 1140s, seems to have been the driving force behind the production
of commentaries on Aristotle a decade or so earlier.10
Eirene the Sevastokratorissa is elusive because she has been written
out of the Komnenian official histories: she is not mentioned by
Kinnamos or Choniates, the historians of Manuel Komnenos.11 What
is known about her derives from the writers she sponsored. Piecing
their comments together and using the birth dates of her husband and
her children (which are more or less securely known), it can be
concluded that she would have been born c. 1110/1112 and married c.
1125 to Andronikos, the second son of John II Komnenos (emperor
from 1118 to 1143). Her title of ‘sevastokratorissa’ derives from
Andronikos’ rank, the title ‘sevastokrator’ having been created in the
late eleventh century for the sons of the reigning emperor. Andronikos
died unexpectedly in 1142. Eirene herself died some time around 1152
— judging again from the writers associated with her, this time from
their silence. The decade of the 1140s was a turbulent time for her: she
fell under the displeasure of the Emperor, by now her brother-in-law
Manuel Komnenos who had succeeded to the throne in 1143. She was
imprisoned in 1144 and again in 1148/9 when the Second Crusade was
passing through Constantinople. Around 1150 she seems to have been
sent out of Constantinople, probably to one of the army camps that

10 Useful still is Georgina Buckler, Anna Comnena. A Study (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1929); for more recent work and approaches, see Thalia
Gouma-Peterson, ed., Anna Komnene and her Times (New York: Garland
Publishing, 2000).
11 For the chronology proposed here, see Elizabeth and Michael Jeffreys, ‘Who
was the Sevastokratorissa Eirene?’, Byzantion, 64 (1994), 40 –68; Jeffreys,
Epistulae, pp. xxiv–xxix. For the present, the most fully documented statement
on Eirene’s life remains Synodis D. Papadimitriou, ‘
µ
XI.22’, Vizantijskij Vremennik, 10 (1903), 102–163; see also
Konstantinos Varzos,
µ
, 2 vols (Thessaloniki:
Kentron Vyzantinon Ereunon, 1984), I, pp. 361–378, where she is discussed in
connection with her husband Andronikos.
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Manuel maintained in the northern Balkans.12 The reasons for the
hostility demonstrated to her are never made clear for, although we
have many poems written in her persona which vehemently proclaim
her innocence of all charges brought against her, the charges are never
specified.
In twelfth-century Komnenian Constantinople an individual’s
family background was key to their social position and family
affiliations are trumpeted in, for example, poems written to celebrate
marriages. One of the mysteries about Eirene is that her background is
never mentioned, despite the survival of numerous poems extolling
her children’s illustrious descent from a purple-born Komnenian, that
is, their father Andronikos. It is this blankness that has led to
suggestions that she must have been of non-Byzantine background,
which fits in with John II’s marriage policies in the 1120s. I, with
Michael, have argued that Eirene was most probably a Norman.13
There were indeed Norman families long settled in Constantinople at
this time and intermarried into the aristocracy as witnessed, for
example, by Roger Dalassenos, married to Eirene’s elder sister-in-law
Maria. Immediately on Manuel’s accession in 1143 there was an
abortive uprising by the Constantinopolitan Normans against Manuel,
in which Roger Dalassenos had been involved, but from which he
rapidly disassociated himself. A case can be made that Eirene would
also have been involved but was not so adept at disentanglement. Her
Norman background could also have been a possible focus for
discontent in the clearly tense period in 1148 when the armies of the
Second Crusade were present outside Constantinople. So there are
complex issues of identity surrounding this aristocratic woman.
However, even if Eirene does not seem to have conformed easily to
Constantinopolitan expectations, in one respect she did respect the
12 For these camps and Eirene’s possible way of life there, see Michael Jeffreys,
‘Manuel Komnenos’ Macedonian Military Camps: A Glamorous Alternative
Court?’, in Byzantine Macedonia. Identity Image and History, ed. by J. Burke and
R. Scott (Melbourne: Australian Association for Byzantine Studies, 2000), pp.
184–191; and idem (with Jeffrey C. Anderson), ‘The Decoration of the
Sevastokratorissa’s Tent’, Byzantion, 64 (1994), 8 –18.
13 Jeffreys, ‘Who was Eirene?’; see also the comments in Andreas Rhoby,
‘Verschiedene Bemerkungen zur Sebastokratorissa Eirene und zu Autoren in
ihrem Umfeld’,
µ , 6 (2009), 305 –336 (pp. 310 –311).
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norms. She was an active and generous patron of art and letters,
arguably modelling herself on the imperial women of the previous
generation, at least one of whom (Anna Komnene) was still active in
the middle years of the century.14 What evidence there is suggests that
Eirene’s patronage took place in the 1140s, and most probably in the
years between 1144 and 1148 when she was not under imperial
displeasure. Perhaps in an effort to demonstrate that she was a
conventional, harmless being who fitted in with the patterns of
behaviour expected of aristocratic women, she commissioned texts,
some of which were lavishly decorated, and liturgical objects which
she dedicated in churches of the Theotokos throughout Constantinople. The liturgical objects, none of which have survived, range
from chalices and patens to icon veils, all with dedicatory epigrams
which were to have been placed on them and which make Eirene’s role
explicit.15 The texts were commissioned from some of the best known
writers of the period: thus John Tzetzes wrote a Theogony;
Constantine Manasses a history in verse, his Synopsis Chronike;
Theodore Prodromos a grammar, and several poems celebrating
events in her family’s life.16 A lesser poet, who seems to have been in
her service for a dozen or so years, produced quantities of verse
recording both happy events such as her children’s marriages and also
the miseries that afflicted her. It is this writer, now conventionally
known as Manganeios Prodromos because of his wish to enter the
adelphaton in the Mangana monastery, who provides the means to

14

As discussed in Jeffreys, ‘Eirene as patron’.
Several of these are discussed in Valerie Nunn, ‘The Encheirion as Adjunct
to the Icon in the Middle Byzantine Period’, Byzantine and Modern Greek
Studies, 10 (1986), 73–102.
16 John Tzetzes, Theogony, ed. by P. Matranga, Anecdota graeca, 2 vols (Rome:
Bertinelli, 1850), II, pp. 577–598; Constantini Manassis Breviarium chronicum,
ed. by O. Lampsides (Athens: Academy of Athens, 1996); Prodromos’ Grammar
in Theodosii Alexandrini Grammatica, ed. by C. G. Goettling (Leipzig: Libraria
Dykiana, 1822), pp. 80 –197; poems in Theodoros Prodromos, Historische
Gedichte, ed. by W. Hörandner (Vienna: Verlag der Österreichischen Akademie
der Wissenschaften, 1974), nos. 44–47.
15
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construct a chronology for Eirene at this period.17 The final writer
with whom Eirene was associated is the Iakovos who is the subject of
this lecture. But before I turn to him, there are two points to be made
about Eirene’s patronage. First, all writers connected with her are
vehement in praise of her generosity, though in fact reflection suggests
that the total sums involved are not unduly lavish, certainly in
comparison with the cost of endowing a monastery as imperial women
had done in the previous two generations; however this may only
mean that on the small scale she paid rather more munificently than
usual. Second, the writers are equally vehement in praise of her
learning, though again reflection suggests that there is a mismatch
between the quality of the rather elementary works produced and the
claims for Eirene’s intellectual accomplishments.
Iakovos was in a rather different position from Tzetzes, Manasses
or Manganeios Prodromos. He was not seeking anything from Eirene
— monetary recompense or material goods — or fulfilling her
demands for the provision of goods or services, although, arguably, he
was indeed providing a service. Iakovos was Eirene’s spiritual father,
and sent her letters which counselled her on meditation, her reading
matter, and other more prosaic aspects of her conduct, and also
expressed vehement support for her in moments of crisis. At times he
lavished praise on her, but he also uttered some quite stern reproofs.
Only Iakovos’ side of the correspondence survives, though it seems
that Eirene responded to him and indeed at various points initiated
the exchange. We have forty-three of Iakovos’ letters, together with a
lengthy and simplistic treatise on the Holy Spirit. They are preserved
in a single large, handsome de luxe manuscript, Paris, Bibliothèque
nationale de France, Ancien fonds grec, 3039, given the siglum P in
the recent edition. P was produced from one of the best workshops of
scribes and painters in mid-twelfth century Constantinople;18 it was
17 For the poems on the adelphaton, see Silvio Bernardinello, ed., Theodori
Prodromi De Manganis (Padova: Liviana, 1972). An edition of the complete
corpus of Manganeios Prodromos is in progress; in the meantime a useful guide
is the list of titles and editions to date in Paul Magdalino, The Empire of Manuel
I Komnenos 1143–1180 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), pp.
494 –500.
18 That of the Kokkinobaphos Master, discussed further below; for an
orientation, see Jeffrey C. Anderson, ‘The Illustrated Sermons of James the
Monk: Their Dates, Order, and Place in the History of Byzantine Art’, Viator, 22
(1991), 69 –120.
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arguably constructed shortly after the correspondence ended with
Eirene’s death. There are several reasons for this conclusion. The brief
preface to the collection states that these letters were sent to Eirene
‘
µ
µ
’, which might
be translated as ‘when she was abroad in the entourage of our mighty
and holy emperor’. As suggested just now, it can be concluded from
information in Manganeios Prodromos that around 1150 Eirene left
Constantinople in semi-exile to spend time in one of the Emperor’s
camps in the Balkans, a situation that would fit with Iakovos’ wording.
Presumably when both Eirene and Iakovos were resident in
Constantinople there would have been no need for correspondence:
spiritual direction would be given in person. But Eirene’s absence
from the city would demand different modes of communication:
hence the letters. Furthermore, the letters end with a brooding
premonition of coming disaster and a sense of a final estrangement
from the Emperor which has echoes in the latest datable poems of
Manganeios Prodromos.19 Finally, the scribal hand in the letters’
manuscript and its ornamental headpiece have affinities with other
mid-century manuscripts.20 However, though the last two statements
are quite firmly based, much remains unresolved about the circumstances of the letters’ composition.
So, from the outset, there are a number of intriguing aspects to the
correspondence, not least the fact that, although spiritual fatherhood
was an important element in the thought world of East Christian
Orthodoxy, given the essentially oral nature of the interaction between
adviser and advisee, few tangible examples survive of the relationship
in action, and fewer still in which a woman is the recipient of the
advice. However, it would appear that these letters did not attract
attention. They did not, for example, become model letters for use in
other similar situations. In fact, other than P, the witnesses to the
correspondence are two late sixteenth-century partial apographs from
P, made within a circle of Cretan Orthodox priests in Venice.21

19

Jeffreys, Epistulae, letter 41; Manganeios Prodromos, poems 61, 62.
Anderson, ‘Illustrated sermons’, pp. 94–95.
21 M: Venice, Biblioteca Nazionale Marciana, graecus, II 93 (562), ff. 33r–92v;
V: Vatican City, Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana, graecus, 1759, ff. 261r–303v; see
Jeffreys, Epistulae, lv–lvii. On the circle of Cretan clerics in Venice, see Paul
Canart, ‘Alvise Lollino et ses amis grecs’, Studi Veneziani, 12 (1970), 553– 587.
20
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What is perhaps the most intriguing aspect of the letters became
apparent as the two editors began to investigate them in detail. Struck
initially by the way in which a number of unusual words in the lexica
of Liddell and Scott and Lampe produced citations, frequently from
the letters of Basil of Caesarea, that corresponded to phrases in
Iakovos, it gradually became apparent that the fabric of the letters was
woven out of a skein of quotations — the ‘tapestry’ in the title for this
paper. Almost every phrase has been copied and adapted from a
patristic source. Every page of the edition of the letters demonstrates
this, as can be seen from the specimen page reproduced in Figure 1,
showing the opening of Letter 41.22 The greater part of the wording
can be attributed to writers other than Iakovos, for only the phrases in
bold are to be assigned to Iakovos himself. Or, to put it more
accurately, these are the phrases for which no source has been found:
it is often the case that one suspects that Iakovos is using a source, but
that it has not yet been traced. The key apparatus is the one labelled
‘Fontes’ which lists the authors whose phrasing has been taken over by
Iakovos.

22 The passage could be translated as follows:
From the same, 41st letter. For how long do we conceal the deceit and evil of
the plotters and enemies of the truth, and the weapons sharpened by them
against you? Until when shall we endure this? But I think that these perpetrators
of sin will achieve nothing more from now on except to be deceived and mocked
by all and almost done to death as common enemies of the (Christian)
community because of their dubious enterprise. But, alas, how great is the virtue
that dwells in you, my lady, which causes you to be loftier and more elevated
than all those who plot against your Majesty. And now, be brave and steadfast
and draw everything towards your renown, as a river (draws) torrents, so that
those who falsely accuse your Majesty may not find a pretext to shamelessly
make declarations to your face, and so that the accusation against you may
withdraw, since it has no truth. For they have persisted in maligning you, having
scant regard for the truth and inventing a quarrel against you with great
brashness. For they gnash their teeth against your Majesty and, like lions, prowl
[around seeking to devour you, so that they might extinguish and obliterate your
power and your every success and the rank that has come to you and your
honour.]
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Figure 1. Letter 41 from Jeffreys, E. and M., CCSG 68
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First a comment on the lay-out of the edition’s pages before
returning to Iakovos’ treatment of his sources. There are five
apparatuses, not all of which appear on every page. ‘Fontes’, as just
mentioned, gives references to the sources used by Iakovos; ‘Script.’
(i.e. Scriptura) lists biblical quotations, which are almost always
embedded in the sources; ‘Parall.’ (i.e. Parallela) lists the passages
where Iakovos quotes himself, that is, material he has already used
(Letter 37, for example, is — apart from the first sentence — made up
entirely of sentences used elsewhere in the correspondence);23 ‘App.
Crit.’ (i.e. Apparatus Criticus) is the most conventional: as one might
expect, it records variant readings from the manuscripts, and editorial
interventions; ‘Coll.’ (i.e. Collatio) is a little self-indulgent and records
readings found in the editions of Iakovos’ sources which suggest either
to which branch of their textual tradition his source manuscript
belonged or else enable the modern editors to understand what
reading was influencing Iakovos’ wording.24
Returning to Iakovos’ treatment of his sources, their treatment in
Letter 41 is interesting because this is a letter in which Iakovos is
expressing a vehement reaction to Eirene’s circumstances and is firing
off his message in short snippets from his sources. He has used three
sources here: one of John Chrysostom’s Letters to Olympias, a sentence
from one of Gregory of Nazianzus’ Letters, and then the bulk of the
letter is derived from Niketas of Herakleia’s Catena Commentary on
Job. That is, Iakovos is using two major fourth-century authors (which
is typical of most of his choices), and a prominent ecclesiastical
commentator from earlier in the twelfth century. Niketas, whose
Commentaries on Gregory of Nazianzus’ liturgical homilies are also
used extensively elsewhere by Iakovos, is the only contemporary, or
near contemporary, authority to whom Iakovos turns.
No source has been traced for the opening sentences of this letter,
and so it is printed in bold type; however, the phraseology is such that
one suspects that Iakovos is not entirely responsible for the
23 This letter is discussed in Elizabeth Jeffreys, ‘Mimesis in an Ecclesiastical
Context: The Case of Iakovos Monachos’, in Mimesis—Imitatio—Aemulatio, ed.
by A. Rhoby and E. Schiffer (Vienna: Verlag der Österreichische Akademie der
Wissenschaften, 2010), pp. 153–165.
24 This has not met with much favour from reviewers.
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expressions — in other words, a source might yet be found. The
general phrases of sympathy are taken from John Chrysostom’s Letter
11, but adapted with insertions to be appropriate to Eirene.25 Thus, in
line 4 ‘ µ ,
µ
’ is inserted in place
of ‘
’ (line 56 in Malingrey’s edition of Chrysostom’s Letters
to Olympias). The word order in the rest of the sentence has been
altered and the infinitive from the end of the sentence has been
brought up earlier, though without altering the meaning (which is that
Eirene’s enemies will come to a bad end). Note that this infinitive
appears as ‘
’ in Malingrey’s edition, with a reading of
‘
’ (the form used by Iakovos) relegated to the apparatus.
The Chrysostom quotation is then made to end with a phrase of
Iakovos’ own, in lines 5 – 6: ‘
’. There
are several points to note here: the edition’s apparatuses to Iakovos’
letter do not record the tense differences between the infinitives in
lines 5 and 6 (both aorist tenses, as opposed to the present of
Chrysostom). Indeed the apparatuses as now set out conceal many of
the changes that Iakovos made, when — for example — he altered the
person or tense of a verb. A first draft of the critical apparatus did set
these differences out in full; however, the result was a very
cumbersome set of notes and a decision was taken on the advice of the
Editorial Board of Corpus Christianorum not to note changes if the
word in question would remain under the same lemma in the lexicon
of Liddell and Scott. Note too that the Chrysostom quotations come
quite close together in the source: in this instance an editorial decision
was taken that sufficient words had been omitted (‘
,
µ
’) to justify
treating the phrases as separate quotations, since a blanket reference to
lines 56 – 61 of Chrysostom’s Letter 11 would give a false impression.
25

The passage reads as follows (words taken over by Iakovos are underlined):
µ
µ
µ
,
µ
,
.
,
µ
.
,
µ
· ’
,
(Jean Chrysostome, Lettres à Olympias, ed. by .- . Malingrey
(Paris: Éditions de Cerf, 1968), Lettre 11, ll. 56–61).
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Lines 7– 9 in Letter 41 show how simple phrases from the source are
put into an entirely different syntactical context to create a meaning
applicable to the Sevastokratorissa (‘
’ is defined as that which is
dwelling in the Sevastokratorissa, and which enables her to rise above
those plotting against her), and one which, in this case at least, is not
far removed from the sense of the source. Lines 10 to 13 are taken
from Letter 48 of Gregory of Nyssa, with an adapted pronoun in line
11, and a conjunction in line 12 (‘ µ ’) which leads into the material
from Niketas of Herakleia’s Catena on Job commentary. Here the
lemmata from the biblical text have been omitted while Niketas’
passages of commentary are used in sequence, with similar omissions,
alterations and variations to those already discussed.
What editorial issues arise out of the letters’ textual situation?26
They are preserved in one manuscript which seems more or less
contemporary with the composition of the text. Sources can be
identified which have been adapted by Iakovos but which could offer
insights into obscurities in the text as it is presented, for Iakovos’
adaptations were not always skilful. The text, for example at 3.60,
refers a masculine adjective to the female correspondent, the source
having a masculine form. Elsewhere the syntax is awkward; for
example, at 8.47 there is a redundant negative. How far are corrections
justified? Should the author be allowed to make mistakes, in what was
after all a language with which he was more familiar than his editors
some nine hundred years later and when there was perhaps only one
layer of scribal intervention involved? Over the years that the edition
was in progress editorial fashions changed, and so did the editors’
attitudes. Initially they were very interventionist, buoyed up by the
existence of the model texts, but then became less so, although a few
cruces remained contentious to the end; e.g. at 3.43 – 44 over P’s iotacist
reading ‘
’, eventually allowed to stand, as against the sources
‘
’. The editors were reluctant to let Iakovos make grammatical
errors, few of which could be claimed to represent a phase in linguistic
development: this was probably over-enthusiastic. Furthermore, since
the edition was begun attitudes towards the punctuation of Byzantine
Greek have evolved. Current orthodoxy would have more editorial
attention paid to the unique manuscript in which the letters are
26

See the discussion in Jeffreys, Epistulae, lxi–lxiii.
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preserved.27 The edition as it stands, however, is concerned to assist
the modern reader, and uses modern punctuation. This is an issue that
requires further thought in the future: there is in these circumstances
an interestingly fine line between a critical edition and an annotated
diplomatic edition.
Returning to Niketas’ catena, Iakovos’ use of it gives rise to a
further editorial issue. This concerns the nature of editions available
for use. The Catena on Job is published only in a seventeenth-century
edition (printed in London in 1637, and edited by Patrick Young, a
learned Scot who was librarian to James I and Charles I of England).28
His edition is based on a manuscript from the later contaminated
catena tradition (as discussed by Karo and Lietzmann in their classic
study of patristic catenae).29 In examining the relationship of Iakovos’
text to the Job catena the editors of Iakovos were thus using a
somewhat imperfect tool. In another instance, the source text —
Niketas’ Commentary on Gregory of Nazianzus’ liturgical orations — is
published only in part and recourse was had to one of the manuscripts
in which it is transmitted, the manuscript being less than desirably
selected on the basis of availability and clarity. In the case of the
commentary on Job the issue is particularly acute, given that there
exists an eleventh-century manuscript of a Job catena (Vatican City,
Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana, graecus, 338) which has a possession
mark (non-scribal, and of unascertainable date) from the monastery of
Kokkinobaphos — the relevance of Kokkinobaphos to Iakovos will
become clear shortly. Examination of this manuscript some years ago
decided the editors to eliminate it from consideration since Iakovos’
material on and from Job corresponded very precisely to material in
the published form of Niketas’ catena and included passages not in

27 This is but one of the vehement comments made by Alexander Riehle in his
review in Byzantinische Zeitschrift, 102.2 (2009), 782–789.
28 Catena Graecorum patrum in beatum Job collectore Niceta Heracleæ
Metropolita (London: Ex typographio regio, 1637). On Young (1584–1652), who
published under the name Patricius Junius, see the succinct but detailed entry in
the Oxford Dictionary of National Biography (Oxford: Oxford University Press).
29 Georg Karo and Karl Lietzmann, Catenarum graecarum catalogus
(Göttingen: Hortsmann, 1902), pp. 319, 323.
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BAV, gr. 338.30 What has not been investigated is the relationship of
the catena in BAV, gr. 338 with that of Niketas; this will not be
straightforward given the lack of a critical edition of Niketas. What
such an investigation might throw up, however, are insights into the
practicalities of Iakovos’ working methods.
Finally, since one page from Letter 41 gives only a glimpse of the
sources used by Iakovos, let me round out my comments in this
section of the lecture by adding that — in general — he has used the
letters of Basil of Caesarea and Gregory of Nazianzus for the opening
and closing passages of his letters, Gregory of Nyssa’s Homilies on the
Song of Songs and Ecclesiastes for spiritual and meditative advice, and
pseudo-Procopius of Gaza’s Commentary on Proverbs for general
counselling.31 The passages Iakovos takes over vary enormously in
length, sometimes in blocks of a dozen or so lines but at other times
even single words can be attributed to a particular source (though
there are no examples of this in the extract considered here).
However, the discovery in the 1970s and 1980s of Iakovos’
compositional technique in the letters had repercussions. At the
beginning of this lecture I listed the names by which Iakovos is known,
stating that he is also known as Iakovos of Kokkinobaphos, the
monastery name which appeared in connection with a manuscript of
the Job catena. The identification of Iakovos Monachos as Iakovos
Monachos of Kokkinobaphos has only recently become secure. Two of
the most remarkable Byzantine illuminated manuscripts of the midtwelfth century contain a set of six Homilies on the Theotokos, written
by a certain Iakovos Monachos of Kokkinobaphos. These manuscripts
are well known to all Byzantinists and especially to all Byzantine art
historians. The manuscript Vatican City, Biblioteca Apostolica
Vaticana, graecus, 1162 (with the unimaginative siglum V) is large,
twice the size of the manuscript Paris, Bibliothèque nationale de
France, Ancien fonds grec, 1208 (which has the equally unimaginative

30 This issue is discussed further in Elizabeth Jeffreys, ‘Iakovos Monachos and
Spiritual Encyclopedias’, in Encyclopedic Trends in Byzantium?, ed. by P. Van
Deun and C. Macé (Leuven: Peeters, 2011), pp. 231–243.
31 See Jeffreys, Epistulae, xli–xlix.
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siglum P).32 Despite the difference in size, the layout in both is
virtually identical, and so is the text.
The text of these homilies has a number of peculiarities. First, it
presents a narrative on the early life of the Theotokos, based on the
second century Protoevangelium of James. The homilies deal with the
conception of the Theotokos, her dedication in the Temple, her
betrothal to Joseph, her selection to weave the purple veil for the
Temple, her unexpected pregnancy and her trial for unchastity by the
elders. The narrative ends with the triumphant vindication of the
innocence of the Theotokos, a dénouement which I find somewhat
unexpected — not because of the vindication but because surely the
real climax to this story was the nativity of Christ. The second
peculiarity is that Iakovos of Kokkinobaphos has woven round the
brief tale set out in the Protoevangelium dialogues, speeches and
encomia on the Theotokos which are taken from pre-existing
homilies. In other words, the technique of composition is an interweaving of quotations, a tapestry, which is similar to that found in the
letters. It was this similarity which has led to the proposal that the
Iakovos Monachos of the letters must be identical with the Iakovos
Monachos of Kokkinobaphos of the homilies. After some inconclusive
discussions in print in the 1980s, concealing considerable debate at
conferences and in private correspondence, the case was argued out in

32 These manuscripts have attracted a large bibliography: see Anderson,
‘Illustrated Sermons’, and most recently Kallirhoe Linardou, ‘The Kokkinbaphos
Manuscripts Revisited: The Internal Evidence of the Books”, Scriptorium, 61
(2007), 384– 407; eadem, ‘Mary and her Books in the Kokkinobaphos
Manuscripts: Female Literacy or Visual Strategies of Narration?’,
, 29 (2008), 35–48; Maria Evangelatou,
‘Pursuing Salvation through a Body of Parchment: Books and their Significance
in the Illustrated Homilies of Iakovos of Kokkinobaphos’, Medieval Studies, 68
(2006), 239–284. Facsimiles: for BAV, gr. 1162 see Cosimo Stornajolo, Miniature
delle omilie di Giacomo monaco (cod. Vatic. gr. 1162) e dell’evangeliario greco
urbinate (cod. Vatic. Urbin. 2) (Rome: Danesi, 1910) and Irmgard Hutter and
Paul Canart, Das Marienhomilar des Mönchs Jakobos von Kokkinobaphos. Codex
Vaticanus Graecus 1162 (Zurich: Belser, 1991); for BnF, gr. 1208 see Henri
Omont, Miniatures des homélies sur la Vierge du moine Jacques (Ms. grec 1208 de
Paris) (Paris: Société française de reproductions de manuscrits à peintures,
1927).
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a paper published in 1991 by Jeffrey Anderson.33 He emphasized that
Iakovos is not a common monastic name and that it was improbable
that two monks of this name and this style of writing were functioning
in the same narrow window of time suggested by the manuscripts in
which the letters and homilies are preserved.
The Kokkinobaphos homilies are not well edited. The only
published edition is that of Ballerini from 1855, made in connection
with preparation for the Papal declaration of the Immaculate
Conception of the Virgin Mary.34 Ballerini’s edition was then
reproduced in Migne’s Patrologia Graeca, for which all the usual
caveats hold.35 Ballerini used V, was somewhat inaccurate and omitted
Homily 4 and half of Homily 6. In Figure 2 is a passage from the draft
of the edition that is in preparation.
The conventions are modelled on those of the edition of the letters.
So phrases which do not appear in the source are in bold. As for the
apparatuses, ‘Fontes’ and ‘App. Crit.’ are self-explanatory. There is no
apparatus as yet for parallels, or self-citation, because the edition is not
sufficiently advanced for self-quotation to have become apparent.
‘Coll.’ at present is recording variants from the sources as perceived
from the available editions: it is not clear that this can be justified. In
the opening pages from the first homily, the chief editorial hazard is
that folios are now missing in V and their content is available only in
Ballerini’s transcription in the 1855 edition and in PG; that Ballerini’s
work in places needs careful consideration is apparent from the critical
apparatus. Even more problematic is the dubious nature of the edition
of George of Nikomedia, the source used in this area.

33 For example Jeffreys, ‘Eirene as Literary Patroness’; Robert. S. Nelson,
‘Theoktistos and Associates in Twelfth-century Constantinople: An Illustrated
New Testament of AD 1133’, J. Paul Getty Museum Journal, 15 (1987), 53–78;
Anderson, ‘Illustrated Sermons’.
34 Sylloge monumentorum ad mysterium conceptionis Immaculatae Virginis
deiparae illustrandum, ed. by A. Ballerini (Paris: Civilitatis Catholicae, 1855).
35 PG 127, cols 543–700.
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A translation: Sermon one. The sermon of Iakovos the Monk on the
conception of the all-holy Theotokos, compiled from the holy Scriptures and
concerning the From the Histories of the Twelve Tribes of Israel.
A. The earth today outshines heaven with her beams of grace, she out-illumines
heaven with spiritual radiance, she is adorned with a transcendental heaven, for
she receives the higher heaven that is coming into being, that is truly beyond
light and more widely embracing, the heaven that holds for the world of justice
not the setting sun but the sun [5] that never sets, the heaven that is spangled not
with visible stars but with spiritual torches. This is the event that we celebrate
today, that has set out a most brilliant banquet, that has caused the festivities.
[10] This event which has instigated the speech/Word summons us all to our
own share in it, and illuminates the people with the resplendence of its graces.
Not receiving the force of light by any kind of participation, but by the wide and
demonstrative distribution of its own radiance on those who have [15] gathered
it is spread widely in the pride of its splendour. And just as this visible sun
possesses its own brilliance, even when hidden from sight, but when it rises and
emerges above the lofty mountains, it deploys its rays over the fairest works of
creation, and by their illumination [20] extends the majesty of our wonder, so
today’s festival, brightly illuminated with the spiritual light of grace, both
possesses a constant illumination within itself, and disseminates it, with a similar
coming together of participants and those being illuminated. So since it shines
out with the secret beams of [25] the Spirit and all who participate in it are
illuminated, it would be better than any choice to join in eagerly and for one’s
intellect to be illuminated and surrounded with light that is not concealed with a
cloud of mortality. Such is the brilliance spread in the present joy, and it brings a
radiance that is more enduring and indeed brighter than all the visible world.

Figure 2. Example of edition in progress, cont.
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There are some differences, however, between the letters’ technique
and that of the homilies, the chief being that — so far as can be seen
at present — the homilies use far larger blocks of material than do the
letters, as is apparent on sample given. This does not mean that the
letters do not also use long blocks of quotations, but I have yet to find
instances of short snippets in the homilies. However, it has to be
admitted that for long stretches, the homily sources are still to be
tracked down, even though there are clear markers of source
switching. For example, the Theotokos is referred to as both Maria
and Mariam, and there are phrases such as ‘and that is enough of that’
which are typically used by Iakovos in the letters when he ends one set
of quotations and moves to another. What has been found so far, for
the first three homilies, comes from George of Nikomedia’s Homilies
on the feasts of the Theotokos. The difference in technique between the
letters and the homilies, which was sufficiently great to make me for
some time hesitant to accept the identification, can be attributed to the
need to produce a precise message in the letters, while the homilies are
much more general in their intention.
The identification of the Iakovos of the letters with the Iakovos of
the homilies has had repercussions. It has now become generally
accepted that the Sevastokratorissa Eirene is the most plausible
sponsor for the illustrated manuscripts of the homilies.36 The reasons
are several. First, the author was Eirene’s spiritual father. Then she was
a generous patron for whom other manuscripts were produced which
came from the same workshop and scribe as did the homilies’
manuscripts; for example, the letters’ manuscript was written by the
scribe who copied the manuscript of the Paris homilies, while the
dedication copy of Theodore Prodromos’ grammar is decorated by
painters from the same workshop.37 Furthermore, Eirene was devoted
to the cult of the Theotokos, as shown by her dedications of liturgical
vessels and icon coverings. I have recently argued that a case can be
36 As is the case in Linardou, ‘Kokkinobaphos manuscripts revisited’ and
‘Mary and her books’, as well as Evangelatou, ‘Pursuing Salvation’.
37 Athens,
, Metochion tou panagiou Taphou,
52; see Ioannis Spatharakis, ‘An Illuminated Greek Grammar Manuscript in
Jerusalem: A Contribution to the Study of Comnenian Illuminated Ornament’,
Jahrbuch der Österreichischen Byzantinistik, 35 (1985), 231–244.
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made that the peculiarities of the narrative in the homilies, ending
with the vindication of the Theotokos after unjust charges, would have
a particular resonance for the Sevastokratorissa who had much ink
expended on her behalf in protests of her innocence in the face of
unjust accusations. In that case the two manuscripts of the homilies
might well have been commissioned in 1145 when Eirene was released
from her first imprisonment.
So, I have set out the personalities and the texts, and in the process
indicated some of the practical editorial issues thrown up by these
texts. What further points should be made? Iakovos’ letters and the
homilies are certainly compilatory texts, but as I said at the start of this
lecture, perhaps not in the most regular way. By that I mean they are
not collections of gnomological maxims such as those edited by Denis
Searby in the Corpus Parisinum or collections of supporting
quotations such as those found in the Hiera Hoplotheke of Andronikos
Kamateros on which Alessandra Bucossi is working. Especially in the
case of Kamateros it might be a valid position to say that one need not
edit the material separately but merely provide a list of references to
existing editions where the quotations can be found. But this is not a
position I would support; merely from a practical point of view, a
reader needs the quotations set out in full in order to assess their
relevance, significance etc., to search for variations and alterations and
to evaluate their nature and purpose. In the case of Iakovos it is
impossible even to consider a short cut and edit his writings as a bare
list of references: there would be virtually no supporting text left to
read if the quotations were not set out in full. Furthermore, his
additions and alterations can often look pointed, even if the point can
be hard to interpret — for example, when names are inserted, such as
the Ioannes who might be a great supporter of Eirene’s or the
Theophylact who was a traitor, or the place Beroia where the death of
a great man caused Eirene difficulties.38 I regret that the exigencies of
editorial conformity and practicalities prevented the presentation of
the quotations’ contexts for the letters. In the case of the homilies,
there is a problem if it continues to prove impossible to trace all the
sources, because there will always be a suspicion that a nuanced layer
of Iakovos’ meaning has been lost. For example, in Homily 6 at the
38

Ioannes: Letter 25.40; Theophylact: Letter 39.92; Beroia: Letter 21.40.
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point where the Theotokos is denounced to the elders of Israel for her
pregnancy, the messenger, neutrally referred to by his name in the
Protoevangelium, is called by Iakovos a ‘
’, an informer.
This is a loaded term in his vocabulary, as well as in that of
Manganeios Prodromos: it is a term which is used for those who had
stirred up trouble for Eirene. It would be extremely helpful to know
whether this was already in the source or was inserted by Iakovos. At
what point does the editor throw up her hands in despair and publish
the text, well aware that, somewhere out there, there is bound to be an
unedited manuscript with all the answers?
But the question to which the editors of the letters would like to
have an answer is: why did Iakovos work in this way, with a corollary
— how did he set about working in this way? One range of answers
involves recognition of the stylistic registers available in Byzantium,
the linguistic censorship imposed by the education system, and the
vital role played by the mimesis of exemplary writers from the past in
the creation of a successful Byzantine text and a successful Byzantine
writer. Whilst working on the edition of the letters we came to feel
that the syntactical awkwardnesses shown by Iakovos demonstrated
that he was uncomfortable with high-style Greek. These
awkwardnesses came both in passages apparently freely composed by
him and in the tapestries of quotations that he wove. We have
suggested that Iakovos may have adopted this tactic in self-defence,
and that, given that Eirene was arguably of non-Greek background
and that there is a hint in the letters that he shared that background,
that he may have been caught between two languages, as it were. We
were influenced in these thoughts by numbers of students of Greek
background in the University of Sydney who used similar techniques
to cobble together essays in English. I am not sure now how valid this
proposal is: Iakovos shows familiarity with a wide range of texts, many
using complex Greek. He was not untaught or unlearned for he
grapples with theological material that is at times very complex. But
how to interpret his authorial intentions is puzzling. As for his attitude
to his sources, perhaps the best one can say is that he treated them as a
resource to adapt to his own purposes, regardless of the original
authors’ intentions.
Then there is the question of how he controlled the material. Did
he mark the books he had read? Did he have slips with extracts written
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out? Did he have a notebook, perhaps indexed, of useful phrases? Or
did he have a trained memory in which he could store the books he
had read and extract relevant details at will?39 However, although there
is some evidence from Latin in the thirteenth century of skilled
individuals who were capable of such feats — notably Robert Grosseteste and Thomas of Aquinas —, there is virtually no evidence that
technical memory systems were known (let alone used) in the Greek
East at any period.
The work of Iakovos of Kokkinobaphos, in fact, presents us with
rather more questions than answers. In the end perhaps his letters to
Eirene, as well as the homilies, are to be viewed as a by-product,
however compiled, of his own private spiritual anthology or
anthologies.

39

The issue of mnemotechnics in such contexts is explored in Jeffreys,
‘Iakovos Monachos and Spiritual Encyclopedias’.
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Contamination, Stemmatics and the Editing of
Medieval Latin Texts

David L. d’Avray

Error-based stemmatics
Stemmatic theory is an elegant method of textual criticism whose logic
is impeccable granted the assumptions that every scribe makes mistakes, and copies from only one manuscript. Its invention is widely
attributed to the nineteenth-century scholar Karl Lachmann, though
the story is perhaps more complicated — but need not concern us.1
The method meant working out a ‘stemma’, a family tree of the manuscripts with a view to identifying independent branches. This fitted the
spirit of the age: it was the time in which whole language groups were
being arranged as family trees. With textual criticism, errors were the
key.
Errors shared by manuscripts proved they belonged to the same
branch. If two sets of manuscripts each shared errors not found in the
other set, they were separate branches. If a manuscript contained all
the errors identified in another manuscript and some extra ones as
well, the manuscript with the extra errors was a copy of the other one,
or descended from it.
We all know the theory. If two independent manuscript witnesses
give the same reading in a case where there is a rival reading and
where both readings make sense, then the convergence of independent
witnesses is an argument for the reading they share. The aim of conThis lecture was given 3 September 2010 at Stockholm University.
1

For the origins of the stemmatic method, see Sebastiano Timpanaro, Die
Entstehung der Lachmannschen Methode, 2nd edn, trans. by D. Irmer (Hamburg:
Buske, 1971) and Giovanni Fiesoli, La Genesi del Lachmannismo (Florence:
SISMEL, 2000).
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structing a stemma is to prevent the editor arguing from a convergence of manuscripts which in fact have a common source, so that
they only represent one manuscript: just as a policeman needs to know
how many people near an accident saw it independently and who
heard about it from other people.
The theory was set out in an elegantly abstract form in the
twentieth century by Paul Maas.2 (His slim volume was actually paid
the compliment of a formal commentary by Elio Montanari in 2003.3)
Whether the textual facts on the ground are anything like so elegant is
another matter — but this is to anticipate. As an intellectual construct,
error-based stemmatic theory is beautiful.

Alternative methods of textual criticism
Thus the triumph of this ‘Lachmannian’ method is not hard to understand. There is no doubt that ‘Renaissance’ textual criticism was
logically inferior to stemmatics. Renaissance scholars4 and their
successors tried to see a range of manuscripts and select the best
readings from each without attempting to work out the relations of the
manuscripts to each other. Where they could not find a convincing
reading, they emended the texts. They had to judge each reading on its
merits, however, since the editor could not argue from independent
testimony when deciding between readings. An editor might easily be
tempted to adopt a reading which was in most of the manuscripts,
though it would be illogical to do so since those manuscripts might all
be descended from the same copy which would be the source of the
error in all of them.
Error-based stemmatics dominated until the late nineteenth
century but met a strong challenge from Joseph Bédier around the
2 Paul Maas, Textual Criticism, trans. by B. Flower (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1958).
3 Elio Montanari, La Critica del Testo Secondo Paul Maas: testo e commento
(Florence: SISMEL, 2003).
4 The writings of Anthony Grafton are an excellent way in to the history of
Renaissance textual criticism: see e.g. ‘Joseph Scaliger’s Edition of Catullus
(1577) and the Traditions of Textual Criticism in the Renaissance’, Journal of the
Warburg and Courtauld Institutes, 38 (1975), 155–181.
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turn of the century, partly on the grounds that stemmatics created an
artificial text that had not existed in any actual manuscript. Bédier
rejected stemmatic methods in favour of the selection of a ‘best
manuscript’ for the edition.5 He had found that stemmatics were
unhelpful when editing the medieval vernacular French texts with
which he was concerned. ‘Best manuscript’ textual criticism was an
understandable reaction given the difficulties of applying stemmatic
principles to many vernacular texts, and seemed well suited to textual
transmissions where every version was different and not just because
of mistakes. A weakness was the myth of the ‘best manuscript’. In
practice, there is seldom one manuscript that behaves better than the
others all the time.
Furthermore the ‘Bédier-method’ was less well suited to transmissions where scribes were only trying to copy and not to create. In
such cases there seemed no reason arbitrarily to privilege the readings
of one manuscript. As with Renaissance textual criticism, the
opportunity to argue from independent witnesses was thrown away.
Another rival to error-based stemmatics was variant-based
stemmatics. This treated all variants alike, without privileging arguments for affiliation from errors. It was deemed suitable for computer
analysis. In 1968 Dom Jacques Froger presented such a method in a
systematic study.6 An underlying fallacy is that two manuscripts which
have no common ancestor but are fairly free from errors will appear to
be more closely related than one of them is to a third manuscript
copied from the same exemplar but full of new errors.7
5 For the controversy between the ‘Lachmannian’ and ‘best manuscript’
approaches, see e.g. Robert Burchard Constantijn Huygens, Ars Edendi: a
Practical Introduction to Editing Medieval Latin Texts (Turnhout: Brepols, 2000),
pp. 36–38.
6 Jacques Froger, La critique des textes et son automatisation, Initiation aux
nouveautés de la science, 7 (Paris: Dunod, 1968).
7 Martin West voiced his doubts concerning the use of computers for stemmatological work in his Textual Criticism and Editorial Technique applicable to
Greek and Latin Texts (Stuttgart: Teubner, 1973), pp. 70–72. [Editor’s note: Both
soft- and hardware have developed in un-imaginable ways since the publication
of Froger’s and West’s works, and we have not yet seen what consequences the
adoption and adaptation of, for instance, methods originally developed for
biology and genetics will ultimately have for stemmatological analyses. For a
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More recently, there has been a trend away from the concern of
stemmatics with the archetype to interest in the reception of texts as
represented by variations in the course of transmission. Many medieval scholars came to feel that following the life of a text after it had
left the author’s hands was more interesting than reconstructing an
authoritative authorial version.8 This marked a shift of interest rather
than a direct attack. Medievalists had become aware of the creativity of
scribal variations. Errors were only a subset of variants. Other variants
represented the history of a text’s reception by highly intelligent
scribes. We will see that this awareness of scribal intelligence is
indirectly quite relevant to the problem of contamination which this
paper addresses. This important development has been a positive one
and the scribal culture it presupposes is important for the argument of
this paper. Nonetheless it hardly invalidates error-based stemmatics.
Some scribal variants are just mistakes, of no interest otherwise for
reception, but valuable as enabling us to reconstruct the ancestor of
the surviving manuscripts. Sometimes, moreover, we really do want to
get as close as possible to the author’s words — in the case of a great
writer or thinker for instance.

comparison between the results of a traditional common-error method and that
of a phylogenetic approach, see the contribution by Caroline Macé in this
volume.]
8 See e.g. Hans-Jochen Schiewer, ‘Fassung, Bearbeitung, Version und Edition’,
in Deutsche Texte des Mittelalters zwischen Handschriftennähe und Rekonstruktion. Berliner Fachtagung 1.–3. April 2004, ed. by M. J. Schubert (Tübingen:
Niemayer, 2005), pp. 35–50, e.g. p. 49: ‘– Gleichwertigkeit von Fassungen muss
sich über die Parameter der überlieferungsgeschichtlichen und literaturgeschichtlichen Relevanz definieren. Diese Parameter besitzen eine höhere
Stabilität als das Stemma. – Die Ablösung der Fassung vom Autor zwingt zu
einer Dispensierung des Autorsubjekts als Hierarchisierungskategorie und
Authentisierungskategorie für Fassungen. Entscheidend ist die Beschreibung
von Veränderungen auf der Ebene der Textkohärenz zwischen Fassungen, und
zwar mit dem Ziel, Neufokussierungen bzw. Fokusverschiebungen transparent
zu machen.’
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Contamination
Thus error-based stemmatics has not been driven out by its rivals. Its
most deadly enemy however is not any other method of textual
criticism but the shakiness of an assumption on which it depends,
namely that each scribe copied from only one manuscript, and from a
manuscript ‘pure’ and uncontaminated by marginal or interlinear
notes giving readings from other manuscripts. The very word ‘contamination’ is significant. The impurity consists in crossing the lines
by which manuscripts are classified into sets and subsets. The
contaminated manuscript is a hybrid that cannot be exclusively
assigned to any one group of manuscripts. It is neither fish nor fowl.9
As we will see below, there are problems with the word ‘contamination’. The alternative phrase ‘horizontal transmission’ (by
which a reading leaps from one branch of transmission to another)
would be more accurate. For the time being however the word
‘contamination’ will do, especially since it reveals an assumption that
we will see is insecure.
In a ‘pure’ manuscript transmission the errors should make neat
patterns. The manuscripts should fall into different groups bound
together by common errors not found in the other groups. Within
each group, the errors not shared by the whole group should fall into
mutually exclusive subsets and sub-subsets. One could represent it
thus, where capital letters stand for manuscripts and Roman numerals
for errors:
•
•

A B C D share i, ii, iii
E F G H share iv, v, vi

In addition to the errors common to all their group:
•
•

AB share vii, viii, ix
C D x, xi, xii

and in addition to all the errors common to their group:

9 See Mary Douglas, Purity and Danger: An Analysis of Concept of Pollution
and Taboo (London: Routledge, 2002) for the connection between impurity and
hybridity.
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•
•

E F share xiii, xiv
G H share xv, xvi.

One could carry on down, with more manuscripts, to sub-sub-subsets.
These neat patterns are disrupted by contamination. The traditional stemmatic critic hopes never to find errors that cut across these
neat divisions, so that a manuscript shares errors with one from a
different group, against manuscripts in its own group. That would be
the case if for instance:
•
•

A shared xvii and xviii with F
B shared xix and xx with H

Table 1 in the Appendix gives a real example of the detectable-error10
pattern that points to contamination. If it were converted to Venn
diagrams, the errors could not take the form of neat sets and subsets,
because the groups change. Thus for instance, at 6/1/ (see table) A2,
A3, Au, B, M, P, and T3 agree in error against A1 and T1, while at
18/2/ the pack has been reshuffled and A1 and T1 are included in an
error group with A3, Au, B, M, P, and T3, but A2 is excluded. Again,
Au and P seem to be an ‘item’, yet at 6/5/ we note a Seitensprung of P
into error with T2.
This is very awkward because it prevents the use of the stemma to
identify independent witnesses. When a tradition is ‘contaminated’,
witnesses from different manuscript groups may not be independent
after all, so their agreement on a reading ceases to be an argument for
it. The devil may at this point whisper in the stemmatically minded
critic’s ear that xvii and xviii, xix and xx (to revert to our imaginary
example) could perhaps have been independent errors and should not
upset the stemma. For a long time there was an unconscious tendency
on the part of textual critics to treat contamination as an aberration.

10 Strictly, errors are non-authorial readings, but only at the end of the
investigation does one have a full list of these (if one is lucky). At the beginning
of the investigation one looks for errors which can be identified without
stemmatic help, because they do not make sense, grammatically or semantically.
A good rule of thumb for unmasking an error at this initial stage is that even an
experienced scholar cannot produce a translation of it that makes sense.
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They had to hope so, as they tended to feel, like Paul Maas, that: ‘No
specific has yet been discovered against contamination’.11
The assumption that contamination was an exceptional aberration
was systematically undermined by Pasquali’s highly regarded study.12
It put the subject of the present paper near the centre of the map of
textual criticism by demonstrating the prevalence of contamination,
the dependence of manuscript witnesses from more than one
exemplar each. Far from being the exception in textual transmission,
contamination was increasingly recognized as a common case even for
classical texts.13
A moment’s reflection suggests that if anything contamination
must be more of a problem with medieval than with classical traditions. Classical texts often descend from a Carolingian archetype with
few descendants before the fifteenth century humanists went to work.
There would be less chance of the few lines of transmission between
Carolingian Renaissance and Italian Renaissance crossing and confusing the textual critic’s task. In the later Middle Ages many works
were copied in hundreds if not thousands of manuscripts,14 and
copyists would often have more than one exemplar near at hand. It
would be easy to correct one manuscript from another. Or again, if a
sentence in the main exemplar seemed to make no sense, it would be
easy to look in another manuscript of the same work (as I myself have
done when working from manuscripts in the British Library). One
would expect contamination to be the norm rather than the exception.

11

Maas, Textual Criticism, p. 49.
Giorgio Pasquali, Storia della Tradizione e Critica del Testo, 2nd edn (Milan:
Mondadori, 1974).
13 Leighton D. Reynolds and Nigel G. Wilson, Scribes and Scholars. A Guide to
the Transmisson of Greek and Latin Literature (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1974), pp. 214 –215. See also Timpanaro, Die Entstehung, p. 79: ‘viele Überlieferungen äußerst verwickelt waren, weil dort die Kontamination schon im
ältesten uns erreichbaren Stadium weit verbreitet gewesen war; auf sie war
folglich die von Lachmann erstrebte mechanische Variantenauswahl nicht
anwendbar. Das bedeutete eine Aufwertung der von Lachmann verworfenen
inneren Kriterien (lectio difficilior, usus scribendi), und gleichzeitig eine
zunehmende Scheidung von Überlieferungsgeschichte und Textkritik.’
14 David L. d’Avray, Medieval Marriage: Symbolism and Society (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2005), pp. 40–52.
12
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In my own editions of medieval marriage sermons I found that most
manuscript witnesses agreed in error at some point with most other
manuscripts, not the pattern one would expect of a ‘pure’ transmission.15
This kind of untidy pattern may be more common than existing
editions might lead one to believe. As hinted above, one cannot help
wondering whether some editors who construct stemmas with
mutually exclusive families of manuscripts might sometimes have
suppressed awareness of common errors that cut across their neatly
segmented families of manuscripts, dismissing such inconveniences as
the product of coincidence. To trust a stemma, one really wants to see
not just the evidence for it, but a list of common errors compiled
before the stemma was constructed, so that one can assess evidence for
contamination as well.16 This task becomes less thankless if it can be
shown that contamination does not necessarily deprive the editor of
the kind of assistance that stemmas provide. Thus the invention of a
method for using stemmatic arguments without a stemma deserves the
full attention of textual critics (though medieval Latinists largely
ignored it).

Martin West’s solution to the problem of contamination
In 1973 the now famous British classicist Martin West proposed an
apparently satisfactory solution.17 (So far as I know, West’s remains
the most direct assault on the problem.18) Interestingly, but pre15 For each sermon edited (each sermon being from a different collection), I
give a list of the agreements in error of each manuscript with each other
manuscript.
16 Naturally this would not include all common errors, because the whole
purpose of a stemma is to distinguish between true readings and errors. The
logic of stemmatic argument is not circular but helical. One identifies errors
about which there can be little argument, in order to work out stemmatic
relations which will enable one to recognize which witnesses are independent of
one another, which in turn gives one grounds for identifying some more
readings as erroneous.
17 West, Textual Criticism, pp. 37–41.
18 See, however, the section on remedies for contamination in Montanari, La
Critica del Testo, pp. 139–142.
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dictably in view of the compartmentalisation of scholarship, it went
practically unnoticed among medievalists — Swedish Latinists being
notable exceptions!19 West’s proposal was as follows:
If we tabulate the combinations in which the manuscripts err, and fill
in the number of agreements in significant error not shared by the
whole tradition, thus:
A
B
C
D
E
F

B
6

C
14
12

D
16
6
27

E
7
7
25
22

F
19
3
8
7
9

G
8
9
11
10
8
20

it will soon be seen whether there are any manuscripts that never err
together where another part of the tradition preserves the truth.20

Any manuscripts which did not agree in error with each other could
be considered as stemmatically independent. Thus agreement between
them on a reading has the force of independent testimony, which is
exactly what one wants of a stemma. The fact that contamination
prevents one from reconstructing the family tree around these
independent witnesses does not really matter. The evidence of independence is the gold-dust.
I followed this method for the six distinct manuscript traditions I
studied in Medieval Marriage Sermons. In the Appendix, I reformulate
the results in a table and a list which now seems clearer, though a little
19 And one Englishman: I use it systematically in my Medieval Marriage
Sermons: Mass Communication in a Culture without Print (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2001), passim. A group of six scholars at Uppsala University
conducted the brilliant experiment of comparing the results of an edition on
traditional Lachmannian lines and an edition based on the methodology of
Medieval Marriage Sermons to see how great the differences were. In terms of
time they were large, in terms of textual quality, minor. The experiment is
described by Eva Odelman in ‘Editing the Sermones moralissimi de tempore by
Nicolaus de Aquaevilla’, in Constructing the Medieval Sermon, ed. by R.
Andersson (Turnhout: Brepols, 2007), pp. 165–176, as well as by Monica
Hedlund ‘The Use of Model Sermons at Vadstena: A Case Study’, pp. 117–164,
in the same volume.
20 West, Textual Criticism, pp. 38 –39.
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less economical, than the ones I used in the book. The list
distinguishes between definite and doubtful cases of agreement in
error. The table is helpful to the editor: despite the criss-crossing contamination, there is remarkably little agreement in error between M
and T2. The absence of agreement in error is the more striking in that
both manuscripts are individually full of errors — just not errors
common to the whole tradition. They can thus be used as independent
witnesses to supplement the evidence of the base manuscript, chosen
from its absolutely low number of errors.

A problem with the West Method
Nonetheless there is a problem with the West method (whether it need
make a practical difference remains to be seen). The problem is this: a
‘West table’ lists agreements in error. That is quite proper in itself.
Grosso modo, it is errors that count when it comes to working out the
relation of manuscripts: agreement in a reading not necessarily erroneous may be explained by the fact that it was in the original author’s
version.21 That raises a difficulty, however, and one that West does not
directly address. ‘Contamination’ is in fact usually just the opposite: it
should be called ‘purification’. It most naturally occurs when a scribe
picks the best reading when more than one exemplar is readily at
hand, or when the user of a manuscript finds a bit that makes no sense
and corrects it from a copy conveniently at hand. In short, horizontal
transmission ought to remove errors rather than pass them on, at least
as a rule. So there is a question mark over West tables, which are based
on common errors.
A key methodological point is that good readings are like the fittest
genes. They have a capacity to survive out of all proportion to the
number of manuscripts that originally carried them, so long as there is
horizontal transmission. Undoubtedly some errors also were trans21 This is an oversimplification. Logically at least there are cases where
agreements in a distinctive but not necessarily erroneous reading can help to
reconstruct stemmatic relationships, see Enrico Menestò, ‘La “Recensio”’, in La
Critica del Testo Mediolatino. Atti del Convegno (Firenze 6–8 dicembre 1990), ed.
by C. Leonardi, Biblioteca di Medioevo Latino, 5 (Spoleto: Centro italiano di
studi sull’alto medioevo, 1994), pp. 61–77 (p. 72).
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mitted horizontally, but this can hardly have been the more common
case so long as the copyists had some idea what they were doing.
Classicists are used to assuming that scribes had no idea what they
were doing, but this assumption cannot work as a general rule for
medieval copyists of medieval texts.
Granted that horizontal transmission spreads more good readings
than errors, it is not immediately obvious how to explain a
distribution of errors such as the one in the table, which is typical of
the six transmissions I have studied in detail. The explicandum is the
following: (1) most manuscripts agree in error with most other
manuscripts; (2) a few manuscripts appear to be entirely independent
of a few other manuscripts; (3) though these manuscripts are independent of each other, each shares common errors with some of the
rest. This seems to be the case with Guibert de Tournai. Despite the
evidence of ‘contamination’ almost all round, M and T2 are probably
independent from each other, but both share errors with other
manuscripts.
Thus we have a theoretical problem and a practical problem. The
theoretical problem is to explain the messy distribution of scribal
errors in transmissions like that of Guibert de Tournai’s sermons. It is
not just that the pattern resists the establishment of a neat stemma.
Granted that ‘contamination’ is in fact ‘purification’ and tends to
replace bad readings with good rather than to transmit errors across
families, the scatter fire of errors becomes hard to explain, without
reverting to the unthinking and unjustifiable assumption that horizontal transmission is about errors, rather than the correction of
errors: the assumption that it is contamination, not purification. As
for the practical problem, it is: can one use a West table with confidence once the unjustified assumption that horizontal transmission
is contamination rather than purification is uncovered?

Solution to the theoretical problem
A hypothesis which would account for these patterns is as follows: fair
copies full of errors near to the source of the transmission, and
multiple intelligent corrections, by comparison of manuscripts or
emendation, in the course of subsequent transmission. To return to
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our Guibert de Tournai example, we can postulate a common ancestor
of A1, A2, A3, Au, B, M, P, T1 and T3 high up the tradition, with the
error at 6/1/ corrected by A1 and T1 (or ancestors of theirs higher up
the family tree), and the error at 18/2/ corrected by A2 or one of its
ancestors. Similarly, with a little more complication, Au, P and P2
would share a remote common ancestor, source of the error at 6/5/;
then lower down the family tree Au and P (not T2) have a common
ancestor, call it X, who makes lots of mistakes, so that they make a
very recognizable pair; however at 6/5/ Au or an ancestor of Au
corrected the error (an omission of ‘quia ante resurrectionem’), either
by clever emendation or by looking at another manuscript of Guibert’s
sermon, which could have been easily at hand in a Franciscan library.
The key principle, from which arises the problem that the present
paper aims to solve, is that ‘contamination’ in mendicant and other
such later medieval milieux would tend to eliminate errors rather than
to transmit them.
The idea that copies near the fountain-head of the tradition might
contain many errors should not surprise us: they are the equivalent of
the typescripts made by professional typists when I was young, copied
directly from the author’s messy but accurate typescript, yet full of
mistakes. One should expect the same, mutatis mutandis, in the later
medieval world as well. A one-off example is the fascinating anonymous set of sermons or ‘collationes’ in the manuscript Birmingham
University, 6/iii/19, where there are references to the writer’s own
notebooks, but where the professional-looking manuscript contains
many errors that an author would scarcely commit. The pecia system
for the copying of manuscripts at universities provides a further
explanation of how manuscripts near to the author could be riddled
with errors: we know that pecia exemplars were by no means normally
corrected and purified as the regulations laid down. Thus a fair degree
of textual corruption high up the transmission is not hard to explain.
A good deal of intelligent correction and emendation further down
the transmission also makes sense in the context of what we know
about late medieval manuscript production. The paradox that the
transmission became purer further from the fountain-head is not
really a paradox at all. (After all, the latest modern critical edition is
furthest of all from the fountain-head, and yet it really should be more
correct than manuscripts very close to the author: it is more ‘con-
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taminated’ and, consequently, purified of errors.) We know that many
scribes meaningfully and intelligently modified the text they were
copying. Such scribes would be well able to correct errors, and they
were doubtless the tip of the iceberg of scribes who did not change the
text but understood the subject well enough to clean out errors.
We have already noted that multiple copies of the same work would
be available in many libraries, so that a copyist could check another
manuscript if a reading did not make sense. In a culture where many
scribes were capable of adapting the text freely, we can assume that
many more were able to make a discriminating choice between two
manuscripts of the same text. Similarly, readers could correct one
manuscript with reference to another. The scribe copying the manuscript thus corrected would tend to incorporate the correction.
Who were these intelligent scribes further down the transmission of
late medieval religious texts? We know that many copyists who wrote
in professional-looking hands were not in fact professional scribes but
friars and the like copying manuscripts for themselves and their
confrères, in their expert hands, which could not be distinguished from
a professional’s. (I have tried to demonstrate this in detail elsewhere.22)
Such men would certainly be capable of highly discriminating textual
judgements — purification not contamination, just as the hypothesis
proposed suggests.
To complete the model, one must suppose a high loss rate of manuscripts. This means that many of the corrected exemplars no longer
exist, though their ‘contaminated’ descendants do, and it makes it
impossible to reconstruct in detail the criss-cross purification of errors
made early on in the transmission in the course of a work’s massive
diffusion. This supposition is, however, practically demonstrable: the
arguments for a massive loss rate of manuscripts seem overwhelming
(again the case has been made elsewhere23). Thus we have a convincing composite explanation: corruption of the text near its
fountain-head, widespread emendation and correction from other
22 d’Avray, Medieval Marriage Sermons, pp. 22–28; David d’Avray, Medieval
Marriage: Symbolism and Society (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), pp.
53 –57.
23 d’Avray, Medieval Marriage Sermons, pp. 17–19; d’Avray, Medieval
Marriage: Symbolism and Society, pp. 40– 52.
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copies lower downstream, and a loss rate that makes the process hard
to trace.

The practical problem
Where does this leave us in practical terms? More or less where we
would be if the theory underlying the original West table methodology
were correct. It was designed to lead the editor to stemmatically
independent witnesses. We have seen that absence of common errors
could also be due to widespread emendation much cleverer than
classicists are used to in scribes. Medieval scribes copying classical
texts were often dealing with idioms alien to the usage of their own
day, while medieval scribes copying medieval texts were often experts
in the subject matter they were copying. In such cases the skills and
attitude of mind that they brought to the job were quite different from
those of hired hacks trying to get the job done as quickly as possible,
or any other kind of uncomprehending mechanical copyists. Friar
scribes and the like were capable of correcting many errors either
conjecturally or by consulting other manuscripts, which would in
many cases have been easily at hand. This purification process could
indeed go so far as to produce pairs of witnesses which had no obvious
errors in common despite stemmatic connections because critical
judgement in the course of transmission had weeded out the mistakes
obvious to an intelligent copyist. Convergence on a reading by such
witnesses in doubtful cases is a good reason for accepting their joint
testimony, if only because they represent a powerful combination of
the good critical judgement of copyists whose ‘feel’ for their own kind
of texts was as good as the most expert humanist’s feel for the classics.

Summary and Conclusions
Error-stemmatics provided a way of identifying convergent testimony
of independent witnesses. Logically superior to Renaissance textual
criticism, it held its own against the ‘best manuscript’, quantification
of variant-stemmatics, and reception-end methodologies of textual
criticism. The real danger to the credibility of error-stemmatics was
the growing awareness of the prevalence of contamination. There is
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every reason to think that it is just as common in medieval as in
classical texts, indeed, one would expect it to be the norm in any
widely copied text. Then a remedy seemed to be at hand: to tabulate
the errors shared by each manuscript with each other manuscript,
after which those that share no errors or hardly any can be identified
as independent witnesses and used as such. This West-table method
seems to yield good results: stemmatics without the stemma.
Nonetheless a logical fallacy lurks within it: the assumption that contamination is the transmission of errors between families — whereas
good readings have stronger ‘genes’ and are more likely to be transmitted, at least in a culture where many copyists understood the
subject matter very well. This makes it hard to understand the pattern
we find in West tables, such as found in the Appendix, giving agreements in error between manuscripts of Guibert de Tournai. A hypothesis which would account for these patterns is as follows: fair copies
full of errors near to the source of the transmission and multiple
intelligent corrections, by comparison of manuscripts or emendation,
in the course of subsequent transmission. The practical upshot for
modern editors is that the West-table method works even if the theory
underpinning needs rethinking. In cases of doubt one can still
generally trust the combined testimony of two manuscripts that never
or hardly ever agree in clear error, even though one cannot assume as
West did that they are stemmatically independent. An understanding
of the cultural conditions of later medieval manuscript production
consequently takes the practical sting out of the theoretical objection
to the West method.
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Appendix
Errors in Guibert de Tournai O.M.’s sermon on John 2. 2–324
The vertical columns are the manuscript witnesses, represented by
sigla and the horizontal rows are the places in the text where key
common errors have been identified (see d’Avray, Medieval Marriage
Sermons, pp. 292–294). In this table I have been selective, including
only the more definitely identifiable errors. Anyone who looks at the
text in the places indicated should be able to tell which common errors
are meant.
Table 1. Agreements in error

________________________________________________________
A1
1/4/
4/1/
6/1/
6/3/
6/3/
6/5/
10/2/
11/6/
15/1/
16/3/
18/2/
18/3/
18/4/
18/11/
18/15/
18/15/
22/2/

A2

X

Au

X

X
X
X
X
X

X
X

?X

X
X

X

A3

X
X

?X

X

X
X
X
X
X

X

B

X

X

X
X
X
X
X
X

M

X

X

X
X

X

P
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X

T1

T2

T3

X

X
X
X

X

X

X
X
X

X
X
X

X

________________________________________________________

24

The sample is a sermon of about 7.5 printed pages in length. For text and the
data on which it is based, see d’Avray, Medieval Marriage Sermons, Chapter VII.
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List of agreements in error
This list shows (more comprehensively than Table 1, so the numbers
do not correlate) the agreements in error I identified between each
manuscript and each other manuscript. Question marks indicate
possible errors.
A1 agrees in error with:
•
A2: ?2
•
A3: 5 + ?2
•
Au: 4 + ?2
•
B: 4 + ?1
•
M: 4 + ?2
•
P: 4 + ?1
•
T1: 2 + ?1
•
T2: 1
•
T3: 5+?2
A2 agrees in error with:
•
A1: ?2
•
A3: 1 + ?1
•
Au: ?2
•
B: 1 + ?1
•
M: 1 + ?1
•
P: 1 + ?1
•
T1: 0
•
T2: 0
•
T3: 1 + ?1
A3 agrees in error with:
•
A1: 5 + ?2
•
A2: 1 + ?1
•
Au: 6 + ?5
•
B: 6 + ?2
•
M: 6 + ?2
•
P: 7 + ?2
•
T1: 3 + ?2
•
T2: 2 +?1
•
T3: 7 +3
Au agrees in error with:
•
A1: 4 + ?2
•
A2: ?2
•
A3: 6 + ?5
•
B: 6 + ?5

•
•
•
•
•

M: 5 + ?5
P:13 + ?6
T1: 2 + ?2
T2: 3 + ?2
T3: 6 + ?4

B agrees in error with:
•
A1: 4 + ?1
•
A2: 1 + ?1
•
A3: 6 + ?2
•
Au: 6 + ?5
•
M: 6 + ?2
•
P: 10 + ?3
•
T1: 3 + ?2
•
T2: ?2
•
T3: 6 + ?2
M agrees in error with:
•
A1: 4 + ?2
•
A2: 1 + ?1
•
A3: 6 + ?3
•
Au: 5 + ?5
•
B: 6 + ?2
•
P: 6 + ?2
•
T1: 2 + ?2
•
T2: ?1
•
T3: 6 + ?5
P agrees in error with:
•
A1: 4 + ?1
•
A2: 1 + ?1
•
A3: 7 + ?2
•
Au:13 + ?6
•
B: 10 + ?3
•
M: 6 + ?2
•
T1: 3 + 1
•
T2: 5 + ?1
•
T3: 8 +?1
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T1 agrees in error with:
•
A1: 2 + ?1
•
A2: 0
•
A3: 3 + ?2
•
Au: 2 + ?2
•
B: 3 + ?2
•
M: 2 + ?2
•
P: 3 + ?1
•
T2: 2 + ?1
•
T3: 3 + ?2
T2 agrees in error with:
•
A1: 1
•
A2: 0
•
A3: 2 +?1
•
Au: 3 + ?2

•
•
•
•
•

B: ?2
M: ?1
P: 5 + ?1
T1: 2 + ?1
T3: 3 + ?2

T3 agrees in error with:
•
A1: 5+?2
•
A2: 1 + ?1
•
A3: 7 +?3
•
Au: 6 + ?4
•
B: 6 + ?2
•
M: 6 + ?5
•
P: 8 +?1
•
T1: 3 + ?2
•
T2: 2 + ?1

Note: A2 is a very non-conformist text (and makes few errors) so few
inferences can be drawn from the low figures for agreements in error.
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Is the Author Really Better than his Scribes?
Problems of Editing Pre-Carolingian Latin Texts

Michael W. Herren

I would like to begin by thanking Alexander Andrée for inviting me to
give an Ars edendi lecture. When he first mentioned the subject to me,
I thought that he was inviting me to address a gathering of gourmets. I
soon realized that he was talking about editing, not eating. Even so,
one might imagine an Isidorian etymology running as follows: ‘Editor
dictus est ab edendo, quia verba scriptorum edit, id est manducat.’ In
Latin, of course, the functions covered by English ‘editor’ were
entrusted to a grammaticus. An editor, in the Latin sense of the word,
might publish his writings, but he does not edit them. An editor brings
forth, or ‘births’ his writings. The Latin word editor thus comes from
do (‘give out’) with a long e. Not all the meanings attached to Latin
editor are nice. Meaning no. 1, as given by the Oxford Latin
Dictionary, is ‘one who emits exhalations’. This serves to explain why I
prefer the folk etymology based on short-e edo. We editors dine on
words, we ruminate on their meanings, and sometimes we have to eat
our own words, as I shall admit over the course of this lecture. All this
may lead to exhalations, but it is our ruminations, not our exhalations,
that render us editors. Sometimes we feel that because of them we
know our author better than the author’s scribes.
This brings me straight to the question in the title of this lecture:
‘Are authors better than their scribes?’ The simple answer, of course, is
yes. No one in this audience needs to be reminded about the many

This lecture was given 21 September 2010 at the University of Toronto.

Ars Edendi Lecture Series, vol. 2 (Stockholm, 2012), pp. 83–105.
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kinds of mistakes a scribe can make, or told about their causes.1 We
know as well that scribes not only made mistakes in transcribing, the
smarter ones tried to correct readings they perceived as mistakes, and
in doing so, often introduced inauthentic readings, or corrected, say, a
factual error that the author actually made.2 In using such terms as
‘authentic’ and ‘author’, I have already made the assumption that these
entities are knowable. But I would be the first to acknowledge that
editing belongs to techn , not epist m , and thus we rightly speak of
the ars edendi — we are dealing here with the plausible, not the
provable. In the remainder of this talk I shall deal only with writings
that show the mark of having an author rather than a compiler (i.e. I
exclude florilegia and catenae), and which have a unitary textual
tradition.
Latin texts composed after c. 600 and before the Carolingian
writing reforms that began in the late eighth century present problems
that editors rarely have to face when working on classical texts
(including most writings of Late Antiquity), or texts written after c.
800. It is one thing to correct words and phrases for their sense, but
what is an editor supposed to do with so-called errors in spelling,
morphology and syntax? Those editing a classical Latin work, should
they encounter any such mistake in a medieval manuscript containing
that work, would not hesitate to exclude the error from their text and
replace it with the correct classical spelling or form. The grammarians
set the rules for correct Latinity in stone, and one assumes that all
‘good authors’ followed them. A slight relaxation of the rules is
sometimes allowed for more informal genres such as private letters,
1 The subject has been widely treated; the following is only a brief sample:
Albert Curtis Clark, The Descent of Manuscripts (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1918;
reprinted 1948), pp. 1–31 (omissions in manuscripts); Ludwig Bieler, The
Grammarian’s Craft: An Introduction to Textual Criticism, reprinted (with
revisions by M. R. P. McGuire) from Classical Folia, 10, no. 2 (1958), pp. 3–47,
especially pp. 28 –43. Perhaps the most extensive treatment is that of James
Willis, Latin Textual Criticism (Urbana, Chicago, and London: University of
Illinois Press, 1972), pp. 47–188.
2 Robert Burchard Constantijn Huygens, Ars Edendi: A Practical Introduction
to Editing Medieval Latin Texts (Turnhout: Brepols, 2000), p. 41: ‘There are quite
a number of factual, and even grammatical errors the editor should not correct,
since it is by no means certain that the author himself cannot have made them.’
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but in general, editors of classical texts allow their authors scant
leeway to break any of the rules. A case in point is the debate over the
language of the freedmen that occurs in the section of Petronius’s
Satyricon known as the Cena Trimalchionis. The section is preserved
in a codex unicus, the so-called Codex Traguriensis (Paris, Bibliothèque
nationale de France, lat. 7989), a copy made by Poggio in 1423 of an
earlier manuscript. The Italian scholar Antonio Dell’Era argued that
not only the popular idiom represented therein, but also the ungrammaticality of numerous locutions attested in the manuscript
represented Petronius’s attempt to reproduce realistically the spoken
language of the liberti.3 Readers of English literature, unfamiliar with
the more refined conceits of classical scholarship, would accept his
argument prima facie. After all, Shakespeare did it, Dickens did it and
more recently so did Lerner and Loewe. Classical philologists,
however, are unimpressed by such parallels. Petronius, so runs the
line, would have sought to amuse his readers, not shock them. The
arbiter elegantiarum did not think of the solecism as a source of wit.
Within well-defined limits, editors of medieval Latin texts written
after c. 800 have accepted a number of departures from the norms of
classical Latin. In the area of orthography, some spellings are admitted
on to the page that one would not find in an edition of a classical
work: e and e-caudata for ae (and occasionally vice-versa), ci for ti and
vice-versa, and individual spellings such as hiemps and michi.
Allowance is made for replacing a present participle with a gerund in
the ablative case, substituting the present passive of a verb with the
perfect participle and a form of esse and the perfect with a perfect
participle plus fuisse, and expanding the function of the infinitive to
express purpose. Similar leeway is granted in the use of cases: cum
with the ablative may be used to express instrument, and the
accusative of duration of time may be replaced by the ablative — a
development that was already underway in the later classical period.
Many of the allowable exceptions to classical usage are found in the
Vulgate, and thus, so to speak, enjoy divine dispensation.
The obvious advantage of employing classical spelling, morphological and syntactic norms is that these norms are easy to apply
3

Antonio Dell’Era, Problemi di lingua e stile in Petronio (Rome: Edizioni di
Storia e Letteratura, 1970).
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consistently, at least in the case of an author who does not stray too far
from the path.4 A work that straddles late antiquity and the preCarolingian period is the Etymologies of Isidore of Seville, finished
around 620. For the most part, Isidore writes correct Latin. His
scribes, however, frequently show him to be a poor speller, to have
fallen victim to the same bad orthographical habits exhibited by socalled ‘Merovingian’ writers. Wallace Lindsay, a scholar equally expert
in philology and paleography, probably knew the Latin language better
than anyone since the seventeenth century. But despite his detailed
knowledge of the variations in Latin, he decided to take the easy way
out, and edited Isidore as if he were Varro. Classical Latin spelling
norms are observed consistently, and the many Greek words occurring
in the text are printed in Greek characters and spelled according to the
rules of classical Greek. The result is a very readable work, edited
consistently. It is hardly surprising that it has represented the gold
standard for Isidore for over a century.5 Lindsay did not leave his
readers in doubt about what Isidore thought about a subject, but one
might very well wonder how that author spelled those thoughts.
A project to re-edit Isidore’s work in the light of a fresh
examination of the manuscripts was begun in the 1970s under the
direction of Jacques Fontaine and Yves Lefevre — to be carried about
book-by-book by a team of editors. Each volume is to contain a facing
page translation in the language of the editor. To date, only five of the
twenty books have appeared: II (Marshall), IX (Reydellet), XII (André),
XIII (Gasparotto), XVII (André). The volumes I have seen show that the
editors made an effort to accommodate some of the orthographical
vicissitudes exhibited in the manuscripts. Greek words no longer
appear in Greek characters, and their spelling reflects much more
closely the more usual spellings of scribes. Much the same applies to
the spelling of Latin words, but with more caution.
4 See the judicious advice by Huygens, Ars Edendi, p. 52: ‘Often the only
solution may be to mildly normalize the spelling of your text, or to simply follow
one manuscript. But don’t think of publishing a medieval Latin text as if it were
a thousand years older.’
5 For a recent highly positive assessment of Lindsay’s work, see The
Etymologies of Isidore of Seville, translated with introduction and notes by S. A.
Barney, W. J. Lewis, J. A. Beach and O. Berghof (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), p. 27.
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Glancing through Peter K. Marshall’s edition of Book II (De
rhetorica) I note that the editor is reasonably consistent in his
treatment of the Greek. Indeed, there is little reason to correct
manuscript spellings of Greek words in the Latin text, since on the
facing page he can write the word in Latin according to classical
norms, then insert in parentheses the Greek term, written in Greek
characters and spelled according to classical norms. Thus we find
acirologia, with i for y in the second syllable (20.1, 20.4), ellemsis (20.4)
for elleipsis, and procatalempsis for procatalepsis (21.27). These
readings are noted in the apparatus with the designation ‘codd.’, so it is
reasonable to assume they all stood in the archetype. But why, then,
does Marshall print amphidoxae against ‘codd.’ anfidoxae (21.26),
especially as the word is easily recognizable? I suppose that ease of
recognizability is the operative criterion for many editors. This
probably explains why Marshall eschewed the spelling quinonosis
(again, codd.) for coenonosis (21.28), even though coenonosis is
accessible to the reader at a parallel place on the opposite page?
I can feel Marshall’s pain when he was confronted with the prospect
of printing clemax for the term climax (20.4) — it must have felt much
easier (and surely safer) to align oneself with all previous editors and
write climax. But the beauty of a bilingual edition, at least in the
matter of printing Greek, is that one can safely print all sorts of
monstra horrenda without fear of creating a stumbling block for one’s
readers. To be fair to Marshall, whose work I admire, the reader is
warned in the ‘Introduction’ that no attempt will be made to
reconstruct Isidore’s orthography.6 Yet what does the edition seek to
do? We are left with an uneasy compromise.
I have always accepted the received wisdom that a thorough
training in classical philology is indispensable for editing Latin texts of
any period. But there is a downside. Being raised as a classicist is like
being raised Catholic — you grow up with an overdeveloped sense of
guilt. You feel that you have been placed on earth by God to serve as a
6 Peter K. Marshall, ed. and trans., Isidore of Seville. Etymologies, II: Rhetoric
(Paris: Les Belles Lettres, 1983), p. 11: ‘No attempt has been made to recreate any
such thing as “Isidore’s orthography”. It may well be true that he used such
forms as quum, conlocutio, luxoria, retorica, but the interests of the modern
reader seem to demand the “normalization” practised in most classical texts.’
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guardian of two of the three languages that God speaks, and it bothers
you intensely when anyone breaks the rules.7 We worry that the angels
will weep if we print luxoria for luxuria (Marshall prints luxuria at
21.5, even though the proponderance of the manuscripts read luxoria,
and the spelling Luxorius was common for the African poet’s name).
After all, error multiplied by any number is still error, as Catholics will
say. Now Alcuin was a classical scholar, who just happened to be a
staunch Catholic. He was raised in England, the only country where
one could be certain to get a proper education in classical Latin in the
mid-eighth century. When he came to Europe, as the English are wont
to call it, he convinced Charlemagne to make everybody write Latin in
the same way that he had been taught to write it at home.8 By all
accounts he was successful. Minions were dispatched throughout the
kingdom to collect good copies of works to serve as exemplars for
copyists. Schools were set up everywhere to teach kids proper
grammar and spelling — what a great idea! The experiment worked so
well that it not only produced ‘good copies’ of classical and patristic
texts, but also ‘better copies’ of works written in the bad old days
before the reform.9
Classical scholars have always felt beholden to Alcuin. He restored
the language of Rome and paved the way for the recovery of the Latin
classics that began in his lifetime. But, believe it or not, Alcuin is not
popular with everyone today. Roger Wright would have us think of
Alcuin as a vandal who breaks into a scientist’s lab and destroys all his
specimens. The period between c. 600 and 782, the fateful year when
Alcuin took up residence at the palace school, is the Romance
7 When I wrote these words for this lecture I had forgotten that my teacher
Ludwig Bieler had written much the same more than fifty years ago: ‘From time
immemorial we grammarians have been the trustees of the literary languages of
the human race; to us has fallen the task of watching over the purity of both
language and text — and of each other for the other’s sake as well as for its own.’
(The Grammarian’s Craft, p. 45) Bieler was trained as a classicist, but spent the
bulk of his life editing early medieval Hiberno-Latin texts.
8 See especially Roger Wright, ‘Alcuin’s De Orthographia and the Council of
Tours (A.D. 813)’, in R. Wright, A Sociophilological Study of Late Latin
(Turnhout: Brepols, 2002), pp. 127–146.
9 Roger Wright, Late Latin and Early Romance in Spain and Carolingian
France (Liverpool: Francis Cairns, 1982), pp. 104 –122.
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philologist’s laboratory, his archaeological site, his Ark of the
Covenant. It provides a vast amount of the written data that is
indispensable for the reconstruction of early Romance (or as some
scholars continue to think, of proto-Romance as distinct from Latin).10
The scribes who wrote the manuscripts that contain these data did not
commit crimes against the Latin language; instead, they were
recording the forms and units of speech that were part and parcel of
the language they heard and spoke. While the classicist can still be
heard referring to this age as barbarian, the Romance philologist
believes that its enforced end constituted an act of barbarism of a
different sort. The data for the development of the Romance languages
become much rarer after c. 800. The effects of these radically divergent
attitudes for editing should be clear. The classicist will tend to choose a
‘good’ spelling even if it occurs in only one late manuscript, or as a
correction in an earlier one; the Romanist will likely choose the
‘vulgar’ form, whether or not it has support in the overall text
tradition.
I do not think it has been sufficiently recognized that the writing
practice of the period c. 600 to 782 was characterized more by
instability than anything else. The era might be likened to the
convergence of two competing weather systems that produce periods
of rain and cool wind alternating with sun and mild temperatures —
in other words, ‘unsettled weather’. In most areas of Europe at this
time authors as well as scribes lived in the midst of two competing
language systems. One was the old system promulgated by surviving
schools; the other, the new paradigm of the spoken language. When it
came to the spelling of a given word, there were often several
possibilities, just as there were in English before the advent of
dictionaries in the eighteenth century. As for grammar, there were two
ways of differentiating the passive voice from the active, two ways of
expressing participial concepts, and, yes, two nominal case-systems, to
mention only a few examples.

10 Roger Wright, ‘Review Article: Michel Banniard, Viva voce: communication
écrite et communication orale du IVe au IXe siècle en occident latin’, The Journal
of Medieval Latin, 3 (1993), 77–92; repr. R. Wright, A Sociophilological Study of
Late Latin, pp. 49–68, especially p. 65.
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The evidence of the Romance language together with non-literary
texts of the eighth century tells us that the Latin case system had been
much simplified. Romanisten hypothesize that by that time Romance
or Vulgar Latin had only two cases, the nominative and the accusative
(or according to others, the oblique), with many of the functions of the
old cases replaced by the accusative (or oblique) case coupled with a
preposition.11 This stripped-down model is probably right with regard
to the development of the Romance languages, but overly reductive
when applied to literary texts of the period.
It is clear from a glance at works such as the Liber historiae
Francorum, finished in 727, that the classical Latin case system had
been destabilized.12 Yet certain functions associated with the old paradigm remained consistently in place, e.g. gladios might do service for
gladiis, but very rarely for nominative singular gladius.13 Moreover,
there are many instances of case usages that are correct by classical
standards. Words meant to be construed together, e.g. omnibus
paribus, might be written thus in so-called ‘correct’ fashion, but just as
likely written omnes paribus, or even omnis paribus. The same inconsistency is at work in the frequent confusion of the active and passive
voices and the interchange of deponents with non-deponents. The
ease of forming the new present passives with a perfect participle and
the present tense of sum and the past with the perfect participle and
the perfect tense of sum (vel sim. for the future passive with ero, eris
etc.) rendered the passive forms of the old paradigm cumbersome and
confusing. One also notes a tendency to simplify the old paradigms by
reducing the number of separate forms. Does one really need both the
second and fourth declension? Witness the assimilation of fourth11 Willliam Denis Elcock, The Romance Languages, revised by J. N. Green
(London: Faber and Faber, 1975), pp. 72–74.
12 Indispensable for the study of this work is Pauline Taylor, The Latinity of the
Liber Historiae Francorum: A Phonological, Morphological and Syntactical Study
(New York: Carranza, 1924). For the case system and use of prepositions, see her
section entitled ‘Syntax’, pp. 61–116.
13 On the stability of the -us-ending of the second declension nominative
singular up to the late eighth century (c. A.D. 770) in North Italian and Frankish
documents, see Robert L. Politzer, A Study of the Language of Eighth Century
Lombardic Documents (unpublished doctoral thesis, Columbia University,
1949), p. 138.
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declension nouns to the second, especially in the genitive and ablative
singular and accusative plural.14 Does one really need two different
ways of forming the future tense? Note the intrusion of -bi- elements
into the third and fourth conjugations.15 And why does one need
different vowels in the present-tense endings of the second and third
conjugations? If -et is good enough for the present tense of monet, why
not write dicet as well, especially since one can use dicebit for the
future? Yet writers of literary texts continued to struggle with the old
paradigms, with varying success. Active forms are sometimes correctly
distinguished from passive, and some writers some of the time write
dicit for the present tense, and dicet for the future. And some of the
time accusative singulars are written with their final -m intact, and
ablative singulars are correctly written without a final -m.
We find the same kind of maddening inconsistency with orthography. The ending -us does double service for the nominative
singular of second-declension nouns and the accusative plural. Habet
amicus multos probably does not mean ‘a friend has many men’, but
rather ‘he has many friends’. But note: three lines down the same
scribe (or author?) might write habet amicos multos. Similarly, the
ending -es does double duty for nominative and accusative plurals of
the third declension and for the nominative and genitive singular of
nouns of the same declension.
The obvious question every editor of works from this period should
raise is this: are all or even most of the aberrations mentioned above
authorial, or do they represent the scribbles of illiterate scribes —
‘blockheads’, as James Willis was wont to call them in his lectures? Did
eighth-century scribes ‘translate’ a correctly written text into their own
14 Manu Leumann [Leumann-Hofmann-Szantyr], Lateinische Grammatik: auf
die Grundlage des Werkes von Friedrich Stolz und Joseph Herman Schmalz, 2 vols
(Munich: Beck, 1972–1979), I, p. 450.
15 It is hardly any wonder that pre-Carolingian writers (scribes and authors)
confused the forms of the future tense, especially as modern linguists still fret
over the problem of the origin of the Latin ‘double future’. See Heinz-Dieter
Pohl, ‘Zur Herkunft des lateinischen Imperfects und b-Futurums’, in Latein und
Indogermanisch: Akten des Kolloquiums der Indogermanischen Gesellschaft,
Salzburg, 23.–26. September 1986, ed. by O. Pangl and T. Krisch, Insbrucker
Beiträge zur Sprachwissenschaft, 64 (Innsbruck: Institut für Sprachwissenschaft,
1992), pp. 207–220.
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unorthodox system of spelling and grammar, or did they simply copy
what was in front of them? One might also ask: if the same work was
also copied by ninth-century or later scribes, did these scribes correct
and remove infelicities of spelling and grammar according to
Alcuinian principles? I suspect that both types of intervention
occurred, but I would wager that the impetus to remove error was
considerably more powerful and more frequent.
No work illustrates this dilemma better than the Historiae
Francorum of Gregory of Tours. Some scholars are inclined to place
Gregory at the end of the so-called Übergangszeit rather than at the
head of the Merovingian literary tradition of ill repute. After all,
Venantius Fortunatus, Gregory’s close contemporary and fellow
bishop in Gaul, not only wrote prose to a high classical standard, but
also composed poetry that was correct according to the ancient
metrical system. Recent scholarship has tended to scepticism
regarding the ‘vulgarisms’ imputed to Gregory’s chef d’œuvre. Was
Gregory better than his scribes? Or did his editor, the indefatigable
Bruno Krusch, make Gregory out to be a ‘worse writer’ than he
actually was, forcing him into a Procrustean bed built to the
measurements of Fredegar, who wrote half a century later? Let us
focus on just one example to illustrate the debate, namely, the issue of
confusing active and passive forms. Peter Stotz sets the following in
stone:
Stark verbreitet ist die Verwendung des Infinitivus activus anstelle des
Infinitivus passivus. Der letzere war in der volksnahen Latinität der
Übergangszeit nur noch wenig geläufig; er lebt im Romanischen nicht
weiter.16

How stark verbreitet and when this Verbreitung started remains
somewhat problematic. One of the authorities for Stotz’s pronouncement is an ambiguous example from Gregory’s Vita patrum
2.2: ‘ . . . non potest hic habere locum inter sanctos’. But the example is
problematized here as elsewhere: note the variant: locum haberi. The
alleged use of the active in place of the passive infinitive in the
Historiae Francorum was discussed recently by the late and much
16

Peter Stotz, Handbuch zur lateinischen Sprache des Mittelalters, IV:
Formenlehren, Syntax, und Stilistik (Munich: Beck, 1998), p. 344, §74.5.
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lamented Giovanni Orlandi.17 That scholar cited a passage from 5.28
(Krusch, p. 234), which exhibits what seems like both a correct and an
incorrect use of the infinitive in close conjunction:
Sed et alii functionis infligebantur multi tam de reliquis terris quam de
mancipiis; quod implere non poterat. Lemovicinus populus, cumcernerit se tali fasci gravari, etc.18

As the second infinitive (gravari) is used correctly, and since Gregory
consistently distinguishes between the active and passive forms of
finite verbs,19 Orlandi reasoned that implere (impleri in some manuscripts) should be attributed to scribal activity. Perhaps; but here one
cannot appeal to phonetic influence, since the final i of the correct
impleri is long, and is very rarely rendered as e. Can we allow for this
type of inconsistency in the same passage? Orlandi was generally
resistant to ascribing morphological and grammatical errors to
Gregory, more sympathetic to admitting orthographical divergences:
Ma neppure a Tours nel 573 pare possibile supporre che si desse la
cattedra episcopale a chi non distinguisse più le desinenze dei casi
latini; non si era ancora a questo punto. Le innovazioni presenti nella
sua lingua sono altre e di diversa portata, come i già citati mutamenti
di genere, di costruizioni verbali e preposizionali, e soprattutto un uso
indubitabile dell’accusativo assoluto.20

In other words, we can allow a few minor spelling peculiarities as
authorial faults, but the more serious mistakes in morphology and
syntax are the faults of the scribes. It is interesting to see how a critic’s
paradigm of a particular era continues to influence his choices as an
editor. Hesiod’s metallurgical allegory of the ages still holds for Latin:
17 Giovanni Orlandi, ‘Un dilemma editoriale: Ortografia e morfologia nelle
Historiae di Gregorio di Tours’, Filologia mediolatina, 3 (1996), 35–71, (pp.
57–59).
18 Translation with help from Orlandi: ‘But many other tributes (functionis =
-es) were inflicted with regard to both the remaining lands as well as the serfs (?);
but it could not be implemented. When the Limousine population realized that
it was weighed down by such a burden’, etc.
19 The conclusion of Max Bonnet, Le latin de Gregoire de Tours (Paris:
Hachette, 1890; reprinted Hildesheim: Georg Olms, 1968), pp. 400–401,
628–633.
20 Orlandi, ‘Ortografia e morfologia in Gregorio di Tours’, p. 69.
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first came Golden Latin, then Silver Latin, then Late Antique Latin,
and finally the Age called ‘The Worst is Still to Come.’

‘Lasciate ogni speranza voi ch’ entrate!’ With the warning cry of Dante
still ringing in my ears, I emerged from the selva oscura rubbing my
eyes, and gazed upon the Eldorado of the Latin editorial world, the
shining city of Aethicus Ister, otherwise known as the Cosmography.
The great city had been besieged three times, but this mighty fortress
had withstood every attack, her mystery still intact. Believing myself to
have solved the riddle of the sphinx in the guise of the Hisperica
Famina,21 I was convinced that I would breach this mystery as well.
Then I gazed upon the sign above her gate, ‘Per me si va nella città
dolente.’ Fool that I was, I rushed in. As the gate locked behind me, I
knew at once that I was utterly unprepared for what I found inside. I
reached into my editor’s bag and realized that I had brought the wrong
paradigm. The Cosmography was supposed to be an Hiberno-Latin
text — had not Heinz Löwe proved that it was written by a certain
Virgil, an Irish bishop of Salzburg of the late eighth century?22 I was
prepared to be confronted by many hard words and neologisms based
on Greek. What I was not equipped for was the mountain of
morphological and syntactical error. The Hiberno- and Anglo-Latin
texts I had worked on were not free of mistakes by classical standards,
but where morphology and syntax are concerned, they approached the
norms of ‘good texts’ written in late antiquity.
I was consoled by the fact that I was not the first to be fooled.
Because the Cosmography passes itself off as the work of Hieronymus
presbyter, its second editor Heinrich Wuttke, convinced that the work
came from the hand of the church father, believed that the scribes
were responsible for its many aberrations. When it was later proved
that the work was heavily reliant on the Etymologies of Isidore of
21 Michael W. Herren, The Hisperica Famina, 2 vols (Toronto: Pontifical
Institute of Mediaeval Studies, 1974, 1987).
22 ‘Ein literarischer Widersacher des Bonifatius. Virgil von Salzburg und die
Kosmographie des Aethicus Ister’, Abhandlungen der Akademie von Mainz.
Geistes- und sozialwissenschaftliche Klasse, 11 (1951), 903–983.

IS THE AUTHOR REALLY BETTER THAN HIS SCRIBES?

95

Seville, and therefore had to have been written after c. 620, it became
necessary to construct a new paradigm for it. Misled by superficial
verbal and stylistic parallels with the Hisperica Famina and the
writings of Virgil the Grammarian, Löwe pronounced the Cosmography Irish. But before Löwe, Krusch himself had entered the fray,
even editing a small section of the Cosmography, and announced it as a
Merovingian work — indeed, an example of Hofgeschichtsschreibung.
While this last designation is unfounded, Krusch, who had singlehandedly edited practically everything written in Gaul between
Gregory of Tours and the first Carolingian kings, knew a Merovingian
work when he saw one. His paradigm provided the basis for Otto
Prinz’s edition of 1993, though Prinz dates the work a little earlier
than Krusch and localizes it differently.23
I said at the outset that editors sometimes have to eat their own
words, and I shall proceed to eat some of mine before you right now.
In volume 3 of The Journal of Medieval Latin I wrote a rather harsh
review of Prinz’s edition of the Cosmography.24 In my summary I
wrote:
At the basis of this failure [sc. to make the text accessible to the reader]
is a fundamental misconception: the belief that well-educated and
well-read medieval authors were unable to construe or spell any better
than the most ignorant scribe. This misconception becomes even
more serious when it is recognized that we do not know the identity or
origin, or even the date, of the author of the Cosmography. It is by no
means inconceivable that he belonged to the second half of the seventh
century and wrote in a region that was largely unaffected by the
vagaries of Merovingian scribes.25

Clearly, when I wrote these words seventeen years ago, I believed that
authors were better than their scribes, and in my Oedipal hubris, I set
out to prove that they were. Just as Prinz appeared to favour the worst
readings, I went on a hunt for the best. While Prinz privileged the
eighth-century Leipzig manuscript (L), I chose the ninth-century
23 For a discussion of previous scholarship on the Cosmography, see now
Herren, The Cosmography of Aethicus Ister: Edition, Translation and Commentary, Publications of The Journal of Medieval Latin, 8 (Turnhout: Brepols, 2011),
pp. xi–xvi; for the early editions, pp. cxii–cxiii.
24 The Journal of Medieval Latin, 3 (1993), 236 –245.
25 Ibid., p. 245.
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Vossianus (V) as my holy hand grenade. Alas, my bomb was a dud.
Mingled with some clever readings in the first hand and others by
correctors were some of the bad old spellings and terrible grammatical
mistakes that I had set out to purge. When I turned to later
manuscripts, it became evident that they were copies of the early ones,
but containing easy syntactical corrections. As Aethicus Ister himself
said, ‘Non repperi quem quaesivi.’26 I eventually abandoned the search
for a ‘best manuscript’ and fell back on Prinz’s own recension of the
manuscripts and his stemma.27
Prinz posited a unified tradition in two branches. Unfortunately for
my agenda, far too many spelling and morphological errors could be
attested in both branches, and quite often, in all the manuscripts. Even
more deleterious to my agenda was the demonstrated fact that the
archetype was chronologically close to the terminus-post-quem-non of
the work. However, I had written in my review: ‘Prinz confuses …
author and archetype’, etc.28 By this logic, it hardly matters if the
archetype was copied out ten weeks, ten decades, or ten centuries after
the author wrote; a copy is only a copy, and every copy makes errors.
But it does matter when the author himself wrote his book, and alas,
we must endure the tyranny of this paradigm. Had a poem by Catullus
survived in an early eighth-century copy full of non-classical spellings,
an editor would be justified in discarding the copy entirely. On the
other hand, if an eighth-century author is represented by an archetype
also written in the eighth century, however many errors the archetype
contains, we must be prepared to accept that at least to some degree it
represents authorial practice. It becomes a question of ‘to what
extent’? But how does one determine this?
The answer, I believe, lies in the appeal to sheer numbers. If a
certain type of error occurs persistently throughout a work, at least as
it is transmitted by the consensus codicum, can one really blame the
scribes for every single one? Let us look at just a few examples drawn
from the Cosmography. Earlier we mentioned the lack of congruence
26 Prinz, Otto, ed., Die Kosmographie des Aethicus (Munich: Monumenta
Germaniae Historica, 1993), 234 (Herren, The Cosmography, §105, p. 206).
27 Prinz, Die Kosmographie, 61 (Herren, The Cosmography, cviii). For an original critique of the ‘optimist method’, see Huygens, Ars Edendi, pp. 37–38.
28 Herren, Review of Prinz, p. 245.
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between noun and adjective, or noun and noun, even when they are
written immediately next to each other. Can one really countenance
the collocation omnes paribus? Allow me to entertain you with a small
sample of somewhat noisome exhalations in the Cosmography, cited
here now according to the section numbers in my edition:
usque trecesimo terminum diei luminis 15
de ianuis caeli et cardinibus mundi tergaque solis 22
de ubera aquilonis et earum munitione 23
manus et pedes sicut reliqui hominum genus 28
insolis uel litoribus inclusos Birricheos montes 32
usque Euxinum maris sinus 32
trieribus aut scaphas seu carinas dolose foramine pertunsum 36a
illisque in ira saeuientes 37c
habet et flumina modica, Mineruio et Conubio 37d
inmanissimos malleorum ictibus 38b
alii clipeo tecti et arma 38b
praecurrente potentiam Dei 41a
ut neque acumen aut ferro incidatur 41b
de ignotis gentibus uel insolas septentrionales 42
ratiaras . . .ex tignis asserebusque connexum 45
ferroque plurimum adfixa 47
a Griphone quodam gentilem artificem 49
Nam ipsas rostratas in altum erectae 49
Scithae et Griphes et Taracontas 53
Nauticos gignaris prouehitur 54

There are many more, but perhaps already you have had enough.29
What about concordance in gender? Here is another sample. I begin
with groupings of masculine nouns in -or with feminine adjectives, as
such collocations might be useful for localizing:
Eam fragorem 10b
propter nimiam ardorem uel calorem 14
et prae torreda calore 21b
labore eorum sunt satis exiguae 35
nouam errorem 58a

But there are other types as well:

29

A fuller list can be consulted in my edition, pp. lxxxix–xc. For analogous
data in the Liber historiae Francorum, see Taylor, Latinity, pp. 67–68.
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ordinem decimam 2
hanc cardinem 20
quadratus agmen 38a
contra mare feruentem 59d
tantum . . . similitudinem 28
celebre eius historiam 30
peltas ualde robustos bituminatos 67d
unam atque idem statuam 3
atroque . . . plaga 59d

Again, there are many more. Unlike the good bishop of Tours, who,
according to Orlandi, could still distinguish his cases, the manuscripts
show that the author of the Cosmography could not. An accusative
after a preposition requiring the ablative occurs regularly: in unam
ergatam 3, in aliquas epistolas 17, de ubera aquilonis 23, et in eam 25,
in has insolas 34, in arenam 34, cum iuga 37a, et in eas 38a, in mare
Magnum (location) 47, in ipsum mare 50, in aliorum codices
philosophorum 56, in Arminiam 69, in ipsos enim montes 59b, de astra
66b, and on it goes. As you can see from the examples, phonetic
conditioning is only a possible factor in the case of the first-declension
singular nouns. The errors occur in all the declensions, and in both
singular and plural. There is plenty more, including a host of examples
of first-declension feminine plural nouns and adjectives in the
accusative used as subjects:
Tantam . . . uim et uigorem angelorum manus ignitas habent 13
Gentes stultissimas sunt inter alias gentes 31
Ubi barbaras gentes habitant 35
In hac insula siluarum magnitudo et . . . bestiolas uenenatas 37c
Praecogniti plus quam alias gentes terrarum 38b

And a rare example of a demonstrative pronoun used by itself:
Eas attamen in Mediterraneo mare nusquam reperiuntur 57

Perhaps by now you are all suffering from fastidium or shock. But
other anomalous features should at least be mentioned. The pronoun
quae, which gave rise to Spanish que, Italian che, and French que, is
used in the Cosmography as a kind of all-purpose relative pronoun,
still spelled quae, but already functioning as if it were a Romance
derivative. Here is a sample:
Eam conditionem quae nunc diximus 12
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Ab alios latere quae porrigit faciem 21b
Cuniculi muli et lepus quae uulpes metuunt 34
Et libellum quae arte sua inuenerat 34
Arenam auro fecundam quae in illis regionibus celebre 63 (antecedent
auro)
Cum humano sanguine mixto quae 67d

As you can tell from the examples, neither the gender nor the number
of the antecedent matters. There are many more examples.
The active and passive voices of finite verbs are regularly confused,
as are deponents and non-deponents. Those pesky active infinitives
used for the passive also appear, and, to satisfy Giovanni wrinkling his
brow from above, there are converse examples. The questo punto that
Gregory, the metropolitan bishop, had not yet reached is reached and
breached by the author of the Cosmography. If Gregory belongs to the
paradigm called ‘Worse is Still to Come’, the cosmographer is situated
in the ‘Last Days’, the tempora nouissima marked by the reign of the
Anti-Christ of grammar. Of course, as Pseudo-Methodius and others
might have prophesied, that too shall pass away some fifty years later,
when Lady Grammatica will reign at the palace school in Aachen.
When she presides over the Last Judgement, the cosmographer will be
consigned to the lowest circle of hell, and his cell-mate will be his
contemporary, the anonymous author of the Liber historiae
Francorum, with whom he shared so many crimes.
In an essay in a Festschrift for Tom Hill,30 I outlined my principles
for editing the Cosmography — these reflect at least a partial
repentance for my harsh judgement of Prinz’s editorial methods.31 In a
nutshell it is this: keep all the specimens of bad spelling, bad
morphology, and bad syntax that are sanctioned by the consensus
codicum. Roger Wright needs them for his collection. Conversely,
intervene aggressively in matters of sense. Accept a minority reading
or a later correction, or the conjecture of an earlier editor, when it
makes better sense than the archetype; emend without hesitation when
necessary; fill in a lacuna if it can be done convincingly; excise double
30 ‘Crux-busting on the Danube: uel Conectanea in Cosmographiam Aethici,
ut dicitur, Istri’, in Source of Wisdom: Old English and Early Medieval Latin
Studies in Honour of Thomas D. Hill, ed. by C. D. Wright, F. M. Biggs and T. N.
Hall (Toronto: Toronto University Press, 2007), pp. 353–369.
31 See also the Prolegomena to my edition, p. vii.
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readings and interpolations. And don’t forget to clarify punctuation so
that the reader will know where a sentence is supposed to begin and
end. Keep in mind that the author, however crazy he may seem at
times, was trying to say something. The following is a small selection
of divergences from Prinz’s readings that I introduce in my edition:32
§1, Pr 87. Quae (Quur Pr) Aethicus iste chosmografus tam difficilia
appetisse didicerit, quaeque et Moyses et uetus historia in enarrando
distulerint (distulit et Pr) hic secerpens protuli (with V1: protulit
Pr). ‘I have reproduced here in selection the very difficult matters
which the cosmographer Aethicus learned to pursue, and also the
matters which Moses and the Old Testament omitted in their
narrative.’
§4, Pr 90. Primam eleuationem (eleuatam Pr) ordinem decimam
ignis spirans flatum, [in] ordinem refulgentem conditam facturae
(with V: factore Pr) signaculum quae ruinam fecit. ‘{He says that} the
first elevation is the tenth order breathing a fiery wind, an order
created flashing the sign of the creature that caused ruin.’ (Note that I
did not correct decimam to decimum.)
§5, Pr 92. Haec omnia subterius in ipsa massa deorsum [a Deo
iudicando] iudicio Dei habuisse sub formam Aethicus sofista scripsit.
‘Aethicus the sophist wrote at a later point that all these things in that
mass below are held beneath the formation by the judgement of God.’
(Do we have an instance of an author editing his own work, or do we
have an interpolated gloss? In either case, ‘a Deo iudicando iudicio
Dei’ calls out for intervention.)
§10b, Pr 96. . . . ab imo cum protoplausto (with L1: conplausto )
sursum, hominibus sanctis, per dominum esse repletum. ‘{this}was
replenished above by the Lord with protoplasm from below, the
saintly men.’
§11, Pr 98. Idemque primus in nouissimo, iudice terribile uenturo,
poenas daturus (damnaturos Pr). ‘ . . . and the same one will be first
to pay the penalty when the terrible judge will come on the last day.’
§13, Pr 101. . . . Si hominum ira peccantium (peccaminum Pr) uel
hostium rebellium furor ingruerit . . . ‘If the wrath of sinful men or the
rage of rebel hosts should attack . . .’.

32

Herren, The Cosmography, pp. cx–cxii. In the following samples the symbol
stands for the consensus of the uncorrected readings of the earliest
manuscripts; Pr stands for Prinz’s readings. For other sigla, see my edition, p.
cxix.
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§30, Pr 117. . . . quia omnes scripturas et legum et liberalium
<litterarum> (supp. M. Winterbottom, Peritia 9) fontem uiuum et
matrem historiarum appellat. ‘because he calls all the Scriptures the
living fountain of the laws and liberal <letters> and the mother of
histories.’
§36b, Pr 127. Meopari quoque citimam confectionem inquinant
(inquiunt Pr) a parte solis speculo. . . ‘The Meopari also smear their
famous concotion on to a part of sun-mirror . . .’. (Note that the a
before partem stands for ad; there are more examples of this.)
§36b, Pr 128. . . . statim quandoque uoluerint stationem faciunt et
aliarum nauium ruinam <non> incurrunt. ‘. . . and immediately come
to a stop whenever they want to, and thus do <not> incur the damage
{suffered by} other ships.’

Perhaps this is enough to show the kinds of corrections I think are
appropriate.
Let me now quickly pull together some of the strands of this
lecture. The notion of the paradigm into which an editor fits his
author is supremely important. However, before one applies the
cookie-cutter — to revert to our culinary metaphors — one should be
confident about the date and provenance of the work under edition. It
is not acceptable to say that because a given work is full of spelling and
grammar mistakes it must therefore come from eighth-century
Francia. Rather, date and provenance should first be determined
independently of any such judgements. We can date and localize the
Etymologies and the Historiae Francorum fairly closely, because we
know a good deal about the lives of their authors. The Cosmography,
however, is an anonymous work, so we must look elsewhere for clues
to its origin. Its date can be determined by its earliest manuscript
(Leipzig, c. 780) and the latest sources used: the Latin translation of Ps.
Methodius and the Liber historiae Francorum finished in 727. Multiple
stages of transmission between author and earliest manuscript incline
us to date the work nearer the earlier limit. Provenance can be
determined, to some degree, by the centres that produced the earliest
copies: St Gall, Regensburg, Salzburg, Murbach. There was a copy at
Reichenau at least by the ninth century, and another at Bobbio at least
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by the ninth century.33 Possibly the earliest ‘Aethicus batches’ in a
glossary are found in a Tegernsee manuscript of the eleventh
century.34 Thus, we might place the provenance of the work in Alemannia, Bavaria, Burgundy, or even Northern Italy (Lombardy), as I
am now inclined to think.35 Accordingly, the Cosmography was
probably written at a central location on the continent, not in Spain,
England, or Ireland.36 The spelling and grammar of its manuscripts is
consistent with that of contemporary works from these locations.
Thus, it is likely, in my view, that the author was not too much better
than his scribes.
I hope that over the course of this scholastic dinner I have given
you something on which to ruminate and that you will be able to
digest it without too much trouble.

33 Gustav Becker, Catalogi Bibliothecarum Antiqui (Bonn: Max Cohen, 1885),
no. 32, item 471, librum I. cosmographiae. For the identification of this item as
the Cosmography of Aethicus Ister, see Herren, The Cosmography, pp. lxiii–lxiv.
For the ninth-century dating of this catalogue (i.e. the so-called ‘Munari
Catalogue’), see Mario Esposito, ‘The Ancient Catalogue of Bobbio, Journal of
Theological Studies, 32 (1931), 337–344.
34 Munich, Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, clm 19439, scattered between fols 3r
and 44r.
35 See my remarks on milieu in Herren, The Cosmography, pp. lxi-lxxiii,
especially the conclusion, p. lxxiii: ‘On the available evidence, the Cosmography
of Aethicus Ister was completed at a continental centre that had good connections to monastic libraries in the region of Lake Constance and historical
Bavaria. Bobbio presents itself as an attractive candidate for the milieu where Ps.
Jerome finished his book; but for the present this must remain an hypothesis.’
36 I think it likely that Ps. Jerome travelled and visited Ireland and England, as
I conjectured in my ‘The Cosmography of Aethicus Ister: Speculations about its
Date, Provenance, and Audience’, in Nova de veteribus: Festschrift für Professor
Dr. Paul Gerhard Schmidt, ed. by A. Bihrer and E. Stein (Freiburg im Breisgau:
K. Saur, 2004), pp. 9–102. However, I feel confident that he completed his work
in a continental centre, from which it was disseminated.
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Comparing Stemmatological and Phylogenetic
Methods to Understand the Transmission History of
the Florilegium Coislinianum

Caroline Macé - Ilse De Vos - Koen Geuten

1. Introduction
Any ancient or medieval text preserved in multiple copies or versions,
of which the original is lost, needs to be edited. A critical edition
implies reconstructing the history of copying on the basis of the extant
copies (the so-called tradition) and allegedly lost intermediaries back
to the farthest point possible to reach, i.e. the archetype of the tradition. This method has its roots in the second half of the nineteenth
century and is often called the method of Lachmann.1 It is based on
the following principle: hand copying inevitably produces mistakes
that are then reproduced in the next copy. Of course, the process is not
(always) that straightforward: reverse movements (corrections) and
‘horizontal’ transmissions (contaminations) seem to be frequent in
most kinds of traditions. Born at the same period and in the same
intellectual atmosphere as the theory of evolution in biology, but with
no apparent dependence, this ‘common errors’ method relies on the
same assumptions as Darwin’s theory does: common patterns detected
in individuals point to a kinship relation, to a common origin.

This lecture was delivered by Prof. Caroline Macé 6 December 2010 at Stockholm University.
1

Michael D. Reeve, ‘Shared innovations, dichotomies and evolution’, in
Filologia classica e filologia romanza: esperienze ecdotiche a confronto, ed. by A.
Ferrari (Spoleto: Centro italiano di studi sull’alto medioevo, 1998), pp. 445–505.

Ars Edendi Lecture Series, vol. 2 (Stockholm, 2012), pp. 107–129.
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The transmission of texts by a process of copying, however, might
be viewed as a degenerative process, and the stemma codicum, which
graphically represents it, as an ‘upside-down cladogram’.2 Until recent
years, few efforts were made to improve or refine the ‘common errors’
method, which has been often challenged but never replaced.3 The
most significant advancement comes from the use of phylogenetic or
cladistic methods applied to textual traditions.4
We have elsewhere shown the reliability of these new methods and
the added value attached to them, using them on the one hand to
explore an inextricably complicated manuscript tradition of which no
previous stemma had so far been drawn,5 and, on the other hand, in

2 Howard Don Cameron, ‘The upside-down cladogram. Problems in
manuscript affiliation’, in Biological Metaphor and Cladistic Classification. An
Interdisciplinary Perspective, ed. by H. M. Hoenigswald and L. F. Wiener (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1987), pp. 227–242.
3 Michael D. Reeve, ‘Stemmatic method: “Qualcosa che non funziona?”’, in
The Role of the Book in Medieval Culture, ed. by P. F. Ganz (Turnhout: Brepols,
1986), pp. 57–69; James Grier, ‘Lachmann, Bédier and the bipartite stemma:
towards a responsible application of the common-error method’, Revue
d’histoire des textes, 18 (1988), 263–277.
4 Adrian C. Barbrook, Christopher J. Howe, Norman Blake and Peter
Robinson, ‘The phylogeny of The Canterbury Tales’, Nature, 394 (1998), 839;
Christopher J. Howe, Adrian C. Barbrook, Matthew Spencer, Peter Robinson,
Barbara Bordalejo and Linne R. Mooney, ‘Manuscript Evolution’, Trends in
Genetics, 17 (2001), 147–152 [reprinted in Endeavour, 25 (2001), 121–126];
Matthew Spencer and Christopher J. Howe, ‘Estimating distances between
manuscripts based on copying errors’, Literary and Linguistic Computing, 16
(2001), 467– 484; Matthew Spencer and Christopher J. Howe, ‘How accurate
were scribes? A mathematical model’, Literary and Linguistic Computing, 17
(2002), 311–322.
5 Caroline Macé, Philippe V. Baret and Anne-Catherine Lantin, ‘Philologie et
phylogénétique: regards croisés en vue d’une édition critique d’une homélie de
Grégoire de Nazianze’, in Digital Technology and Philological Disciplines, ed. by
A. Bozzi, L. Cignoni and J.-L. Lebrave (Pisa – Rome: Istituti Editoriali e
Poligrafici Internazionali, 2004), pp. 305–341.
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the case of an artificially created tradition.6 In the first experiment, the
results were difficult to validate, and in the second we had to face the
objection that the data did not reflect any real manuscript tradition.
An experiment we have recently conducted is based on real data, using
several statistical methods of analysis. It has been possible to crosscheck the results of the analysis, because the same manuscript tradition was analysed using the ‘common errors’ method.

2. Stemma of Florilegium Coislinianum (Book Beta)
Within the framework of a larger project on Byzantine encyclopaedism at the Katholieke Universiteit Leuven, we have prepared an
edition of parts of a Medieval Greek anthology called Florilegium
Coislinianum,7 after the name of one of the manuscripts traditionally
considered an important witness to the text, preserved in the
collection Coislin of the National Library in Paris (manuscript A).
6 Philippe V. Baret, Caroline Macé, Peter Robinson and others, ‘Testing
Methods on an Artificially Created Textual Tradition’, in The Evolution of Texts:
Confronting Stemmatological and Genetical Methods. Proceedings of the International Workshop held in Louvain-la-Neuve on September 1–2, 2004, ed. by C.
Macé, P. V. Baret, A. Bozzi and L. Cignoni, Linguistica Computazionale, 24 (Pisa
– Rome: Istituti Editoriali e Poligrafici Internazionali, 2006), pp. 255 –283. Other
such experiments were made before and after ours: Paul Tombeur, Jean-Claude
Boulanger and Jean Schumacher, ‘Génération automatique d’un stemma
codicum’, in La pratique des ordinateurs dans la critique des textes: Colloque
international du CNRS, Paris, 29–31 mars 1978 (Paris: Publications du CNRS,
1979), pp. 163–183; Matthew Spencer, Elizabeth A. Davidson, Adrian C.
Barbrook and Christopher J. Howe, ‘Phylogenetics of artificial manuscripts’,
Journal of Theoretical Biology, 227/4 (2004), 503 –511; and Teemu Roos and
Tuomas Heikkilä, ‘Evaluating methods for computer-assisted stemmatology
using artificial benchmark data sets’, Literary and Linguistic Computing, 24
(2009), 417– 433.
7 The first part we have edited is book Gamma: Ilse De Vos, Erika Gielen,
Caroline Macé and Peter Van Deun, ‘L’ art de compiler à Byzance. La lettre du
Florilège Coislin’, Byzantion, 78 (2008), 159–223; the second part is book Beta:
Ilse De Vos, Erika Gielen, Caroline Macé and Peter Van Deun, ‘La lettre du
Florilège Coislin: editio princeps’, Byzantion, 80 (2010), 72–120. Tomás
Fernández has prepared the edition of book Alpha in is doctoral dissertation,
defended in December 2010. Other books are in preparation.

110

Caroline Macé - Ilse De Vos - Koen Geuten

This huge anthology contains quotations from the Bible and the Greek
fathers, arranged alphabetically by topics such as (to take the example
of Book Beta): blasphemy (
µ ), casting covetous eyes upon
women (
µ
), the kingdom of Heaven (
), food (
µ ), baptism (
µ ), etc. For each topic, one
or more quotations, of various lengths, are provided, identified by the
name of the author, or rarely by the title of the work from which the
quotation is taken. Since the latest author quoted is Theodorus Studita
(† c. 825) and the oldest manuscripts preserved dates from the tenth
century (see the list of manuscripts below), it is possible to postulate
the second half of the ninth century as an approximate date for the
compilation.
The following manuscripts were taken into consideration (arranged
by century):
10th century: B, C, D
11th–12th century: A, T
13th century: E, G, H
13th–14th century: F
14th century: K
14th–15th century: Q
16th century: P, S
In previous scholarship, the manuscripts had been divided in subgroups according to their contents:8 (1) the ‘longest’ version, with a
new numeration of the topics at the beginning of each new letter: A;
(2) a ‘long’ version, with a continuous numeration of the topics: B, C,
P and S; (3) a ‘short’ version, with continuous numeration as well: D,
E, F, G and H. Manuscript T, called Florilegium Hierosolymitanum
(because it is preserved in Jerusalem), is a compilation of four anthologies, the first three being related to the Sacra Parallela (a famous

8 This division comes from Marcel Richard: Florilèges spirituels grecs, in
Dictionnaire de spiritualité ascétique et mystique (Paris: G. Beauchesne,
1962–1964), V, coll. 484–486 (reprinted in Marcel Richard, Opera minora, I
(Turnhout: Brepols; Leuven: Leuven University Press, 1976), number 1).
Actually, A contains only a very few more quotations than B and C, and for most
of the letters, the two ‘versions’ are equally long.
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gigantic alphabetical anthology attributed to John of Damascus9), the
last one being an abridged version (avoiding repetitions between the
different anthologies) of our Florilegium Coislinianum, with a new
numeration beginning at each new letter (like in A). Finally, later
compilations were made on the basis of several extant florilegia,
among others the Florilegium Coislinianum. Two manuscripts of such
kind contain extracts from Book Beta: K and Q.
‘Longest’ version:
A Paris, Bibliothèque nationale de France, Fonds Coislin, 294
(11th–12th century)
Long version:
B Athens,
, 464 (10th century)
C Paris, Bibliothèque nationale de France, Ancien fonds grec, 924
(10th century)
P Paris, Bibliothèque nationale de France, Ancien fonds grec, 1096
(16th century)
S Brussels, Bibliothèque Royale Albert Ier, IV 881 (AD 1542)
Short version:
D Milan, Biblioteca Ambrosiana, Q 74 sup. (10th century)
E Strasbourg, Bibliothèque Nationale Universitaire, graecus, 12
(AD 1285 –1286)
F Athens,
, 329 (13th–14th
century)
G Athos,
, Iviron, 38 (AD 1281–1282)
H Vatican City, Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana, graecus, 491 (13th
century)
Florilegium Hierosolymitanum:
T Jerusalem,
, Sancti Sepulchri, 15 (10th–11th
century)
Fragments in other compilations:
K Athos,
µ
, Koutloumousiou, 9 (14th century)
Q Athens,
, 375 (14th–15th
century)
9

Cf. Karl Holl, Die Sacra Parallela des Johannes Damascenus, TU, 16, 1
(Leipzig: Hinrichs, 1896).
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All these manuscripts were collated (on paper listings) using C as base
text. On the basis of the analysis of textual (variant readings) and
‘paratextual’ elements (number and order of the quotations, titles and
marginal identifications of the quoted authors, etc.), three main
branches were identified: A, T and a third branch originating from a
lost sub-archetype, of which all the remaining manuscripts are direct
or indirect descents. The demonstration has been published elsewhere,10 here we only reproduce the stemma codicum representing the
relationships between the manuscripts.

Figure 1. Stemma codicum
10

See the bibliography cited in n. 7.
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3. Florilegium Coislinianum, Book Beta: a phylogenetic approach
3.1. Encoding the variation
The collation of the witnesses was registered on a spreadsheet.11 We
recorded only the places lacking unanimous agreement in the manuscripts (disregarding punctuation and purely phonetic differences of
no morphological significance12), which means that we coded the
content of each manuscript only at what we may call ‘variant
locations’.13 A variant location is a locus in the text where at least two
concurrent readings exist. A variant location can consist in one word
or more than one word: an omission of several words, for example, is
considered as a single variant, not as a concatenation of omissions of
individual words, which would not make sense according to the way
mistakes in copying are normally committed.

11 Most philologists who are using computerized methods tend to make full
transcripts of the manuscripts and to perform automatic comparison of the
transcripts (several sets of rules exist for the transcription – within TEI (Text
Encoding Initiative) for example – as well as several software for comparison –
as Juxta for example). Since our primary purpose was the edition of the text and
the idea of applying phylogenetic analysis on the data came only later, we used
the old paper work, which was faster to use for our purpose. We left S and Q
aside, because they were collated at a later stage, and it was too late to include
them in the analyses.
12 In Greek, the phenomenon known as ‘iotacism’ (pronunciation of several
vowels as ‘i’) is so important in medieval manuscripts that we decided from the
very beginning not to take it into account, because it would only create ‘noise’.
13 The same method was used to build a database: Marc Dubuisson and
Caroline Macé, ‘Handling a large manuscript tradition with a computer’, in The
Evolution of Texts: Confronting Stemmatological and Genetical Methods. Proceedings of the International Workshop held in Louvain-la-Neuve on September
1–2, 2004, ed. by C. Macé, P. V. Baret, A. Bozzi and L. Cignoni, Linguistica
Computazionale, 24 (Pisa – Rome: Istituti Editoriali e Poligrafici Internazionali,
2006), pp. 25–37.
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Figure 2. Spreadsheet with the results of the collation (partial view)
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The first column contains the reference to the base text (which is, for
reason of convenience, our edition), the second gives the call number
of the variant location, the third indicates the text at the variant
location as it can be read in the base text (in this case, the edition), the
fourth column presents the variant reading(s) as it or they differ from
the base text. In the fifth and sixth columns we give a formal
description of the variant. The main typology we use is the following
(fifth column): omission/addition (these are relative terms, meaning in
comparison with the base text), inversion, grammatical (morphological) change, lexical change involving only a suffix, lexical change
involving the root of the word, orthography, accentuation. In the sixth
column we add a possible qualification to this typology. For instance,
if the omission/addition is only of an article, we indicate that; or if the
morphological change can be explained (as well) by a phonetic phenomenon, we also indicate that. The reasoning behind this double typology is to make our evaluation of the variants as objective as possible,
since, in the Lachmannian method, not every variant is equally
relevant for the classification, nor are they all equally strong indicators
of kinship.14 After this still superficial description, and partly based on
it, we therefore tried to attribute a weight to each variant (columns
G–J). A variant that is kinship-revealing is an alteration (the word
‘alteration’ implies a decision as to the direction of the variation:
primary reading > derived reading) which is unlikely to be easily
corrected (irreversibility) and unlikely to appear independently several
times (irreproducibility). Those two criteria are quite subjective; in
order to partly remedy this problem, two philologists had to decide
jointly about these criteria for each variant. To these two criteria, we
added a third one, this time purely quantitative, namely the length of
the variant location, although this criterion has, of course, an influence
on the decision about the two first, as we will show with an example.15

14 This distinction between kinship-revealing and non kinship-revealing is of
primary importance in the Lachmaniann method: see Paul Maas, Textkritik, 2nd
edn (Leipzig: Teubner, 1950).
15 This system of weighting variants is explained in Caroline Macé and
Clotaire Sanspeur, ‘Nouvelles perspectives pour l’histoire du texte des Discours
de Grégoire de Nazianze. Le cas du Discours 6 en grec et en arménien’, Le
Muséon, 113 (2000), 377–416.
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An omission of several words (thus a lengthy variant), for example, is
not likely to be easily corrected (criterion 1), and, if it is not the result
of a saut du même au même, it is also unlikely to occur on several
occasions by accident (criterion 2). From this it is clear why an
omission (mere descriptive typology) is not automatically a kinshiprevealing variant: an article, for example, can (most of the time) be
easily added or omitted (this kind of variant is reversible and reproducible). Moreover the length of the variant location is not in itself
decisive, for a lexical change, for example, although affecting only one
word, may often be considered kinship-revealing. The tenth column
indicates what must have been the primary reading, whenever it was
possible to determine it with a sufficient degree of confidence, and
assuming that the archetype was itself flawless, a reasonable
assumption but not always one conforming to reality. Since our base
text is our edition, it implies that we have already done this exercise
(in most cases the primary reading will be the reading of the base text),
but we did it again as unbiased as possible, looking only at the
readings. In many cases we were not able to assert which reading was
the primary one, and we therefore put a question mark before the
variant in this column. Sometimes we were forced to admit that,
although we had printed a given reading, after having concluded that
it must have been the archetypal reading, this decision, based on the
stemma, is not supported by the mere examination of the variants
(then the primary reading is not the reading of the base text).
The rest of the spreadsheet is devoted to the description of the
contents of the manuscripts. About half of the text was coded, which
provided us with 132 variant locations. At each variant location, at
least two variant readings (0 and 1) and up to four (0, 1, 2, 3) were to
be found. To give one example, at one variant location, the majority of
the manuscripts reads ‘ µ ’. Since this is also the reading of the
base text, they all have ‘0’. Manuscripts A, D and Fa.c. however read
‘
µ ’ and therefore have ‘1’. Manuscripts E and K on the other
hand read ‘ µ ’ and have ‘2’. We used two different signs to code
‘missing data’, with the idea that they might have different meanings
(but in the process of analysis, they were actually treated the same
way). A question mark (?) indicates a lacuna (a material gap in the
manuscript), while an asterisk (*) was used to indicate that the status
of the manuscript at a variant location is unknown or uncertain. In the
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case of a long omission in one manuscript, for example, this manuscript cannot be coded at the variant locations which are to be found
within the portion of text omitted in this manuscript. Readings post
correctionem were coded in a separate column, even if there was but
one such reading to be found in an entire manuscript. Consequently,
these columns contain asterisks for the most part, indicating there was
no information to be coded.

3.2. Analysing the data
Much of the information which is to be found in the spreadsheet was
not used in the analysis that followed: only the absence or presence of
a variant was taken into account, and the state of the manuscripts post
correctionem was not considered. It is our aim to develop computer
tools which would be able to cope with the information we have so far
left over.16 As we have shown, this information, although important
and actually used (more or less consciously) by philologists as they are
building a stemma, is the result of an interpretation, it might therefore
be dismissed as too subjective. For example, since we indicated the
primary reading every time we could, we could have taken a cladistic
approach (based on mutations only, that is alterations in philology)
instead of a ‘phenetic’ one (based on mere similarities, that is variants
without further indication in philology),17 yet most extant statistical
methods (including most phylogenetic tools) do not work with it. This
is the reason why we also modified the base of comparison in the data
set we used for the statistical analysis: we compared all the other
manuscripts to C and not to the edition any more.

16 A research project (2010–2012) has been funded at Katholieke Universiteit
Leuven to develop such tools: Caroline Macé is the promoter of this project, of
which Tara Andrews is the main researcher.
17 On the difference between the two approaches, in biology and in philology,
see Caroline Macé and Philippe V. Baret, ‘The evolution of manuscript
traditions’, in Living Texts: Acume2 Subproject5 Proceedings (Warsaw:
Wydawnictwo Naukowe PWN S.A., 2009), pp. 36–44.
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Figure 3. Data for statistical analysis

This is the eventual matrix on which a set of statistical analysis was
applied: (1) parsimony, (2) Bayesian analysis, (3) ‘stratocladistics’. The
manuscripts are listed horizontally, the variant locations vertically, the
numbers were simply replaced by letters (A for ‘0’, etc.), missing data
are still represented by a question mark.

3.2.1. Parsimony
The following graphs were obtained using PAUP*, a standard
computer set of phylogenetic analysis tools.18 The method used rests
on the principle of parsimony, which is ‘the general scientific criterion
for choosing among competing hypotheses that states that we should
accept the hypothesis that explains the date most simply and
efficiently’.19 The analysis resulted into two equally parsimonious
trees.
The difference lies in the position of D, which is indeed (even in the
‘hand-made’ philological analysis) difficult to assess; this manuscript,
although very old (tenth century), presents many idiosyncrasies. Notwithstanding the position of D, both trees show the same main
branches: (1) A and T; (2), B, C and P; (3) the other manuscripts: F
and H on the one hand, and E, G and K on the other. Branch lengths
show relative distances (in terms of variations) between the manu18

See the bibliography listed above, n. 3.
For a definition of Cladistics, see for example: Ian J. Kitching, Peter L. Forey,
Christopher J. Humphries and David M. Williams, Cladistics: the Theory and
Practice of Parsimony Analysis (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998), p. 213.
This principle, traditionally attributed to William of Ockham, is commonly used
in philology, although not often explicitly, as in other sciences.
19
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scripts: as B is on a very short branch, it means that it may be the
ancestor of P.20

Figure 4. Parsimony tree 1

20

Phylogenetic analysis does not consider the possibility of extant intermediaries, and therefore does not represent internal nodes.
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Figure 5. Parsimony tree 2

Bootstrap21 is routinely used in phylogenetics, as in other sciences, ‘for
achieving a better estimate of the parametric variance of a distribution
than the observed sample variance by averaging pseudoreplicate
variances’.22 The bootstrapping procedure was applied to the dataset
and produced a consensus tree that is shown in Fig. 6 (a consensus
tree cannot display branch lengths).
A percentage above 75% is generally considered highly supportive.
Therefore, as a whole, this tree can be regarded as a solid hypothesis.
The polytomy shown in the tree (between D, H and F, and E, G and K)
is the result of a low percentage of certainty (below 50%) assessed by

21 ‘The bootstrap method is a computer-based method for assigning measures
of accuracy to sample estimates. This technique allows estimation of the sample
distribution of almost any statistic using only very simple methods.’
<http://mathworld.wolfram.com/BootstrapMethods.html> [Accessed 18 May
2012].
22 Kitching and others, Cladistics (cited in n. 19), p. 200.
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the bootstrapping procedure: as already stated above, the position of D
on the tree is uncertain.

Figure 6. Bootstrap analysis and consensus tree

3.2.2. Bayesian analysis
Bayesian statistics aim at comparing the value of hypotheses, using a
less narrow definition of probability than the frequentist inference.
‘The Bayesian paradigm also uses probability to assess statistical
confidence, but with an expanded definition of probability [...]), closer
to that in common speech. [...] It uses probability as a direct measure
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of uncertainty’.23 The following graph was produced using the same
data set, thanks to the software ‘MrBayes’.24
First, a phylogram was again produced (with branch length)
(Figure 7), then this hypothesis was tested according to the rules of
Bayesian probability (Figure 8).

Figure 7. Bayesian analysis (phylogram)

The tree was arbitrarily rooted on A, and the objects are clearly distributed on three branches: (1) A, (2) T, and (3) a third branch
subdivided into two: (a) C, B, and P; (b) the manuscripts of the short
version: D, E + G + K, F + H. Again B is on a very short branch and
therefore likely to be the ancestor of P.

23 Jennifer S. Shoemaker, Ian S. Painter, and Bruce S. Weir, ‘Bayesian statistics
in genetics. A guide for the uninitiated’, Trends in Genetics, 15 (1999), 354 –358
(p. 354). This article is comparing Bayesian approach with the other methods
used in phylogenetics: Mark Holder and Paul O. Lewis, ‘Phylogeny estimation:
traditional and Bayesian approaches’, Nature Reviews Genetics, 4 (2003),
275–284.
24 <http://mrbayes.scs.fsu.edu> [Accessed 18 May 2012].
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Testing this hypothesis according to the principle of ‘posterior
probability’,25 we are provided with the following graph (without
branch length, again arbitrarily rooted on A):

Figure 8. Bayesian analysis (posterior analysis)

In Bayesian phylogenetics, the probability distribution over all
possible trees (including all associated parameters such as topology
and branch lengths) is estimated. Although both are commonly used
as measures of support, bootstrap values and Bayesian probability
values have very different interpretations. Bayesian probability values
can be simply interpreted as the probability that a relationship is
correct given the inherent assumptions of the method. They are
commonly compared to significance levels (95% or 99%).

25 ‘In Bayesian statistics, the posterior probability of a random event or an
uncertain proposition is the conditional probability that is assigned after the
relevant evidence is taken into account. Similarly, the posterior probability
distribution is the distribution of an unknown quantity, treated as a random
variable, conditional on the evidence obtained from an experiment or survey.’
<http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Posterior_probability> [Accessed 18 May 2012].
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3.2.3. ‘Stratocladistics’
Another kind of statistic tool is provided by a sub-field of phylogenetics, which is called ‘Stratocladistics’. To the best of our knowledge, it has never been applied to philological data, although manuscripts have in common with fossils (for which the stratocladistics
approach was more particularly developed) that they are often dated
on the basis of external evidence (palaeography, dating of the parchment or of the ink, etc.). Daniel C. Fisher defines stratocladistics as
follows: ‘Stratocladistics handles character data exactly like conventional cladistics. It is parsimony based […]. Stratocladistics differs
from cladistics in having a modified criterion of parsimony and consequently an ability to distinguish one or more most-parsimonious
phylogenetic trees compatible with the most-parsimonious (by its
criterion) cladogram(s). These trees may specify ancestor-descendant
(as well as collateral, sister-taxon) relationships, if data warrant’.26 This
last specificity was especially appealing to us, since we could almost
surely assert that P is a descent of B (represented on the tree by a
transparent branch). We compared parsimony scores using the
MacClade software (<http://macclade.org/macclade.html> [Accessed
18 May 2012]). The graph of Figure 9 is the most probable we got,
having added a relative dating of all manuscript (century).
Like other phylograms, this tree is dichotomous, and it is close to
the parsimonious graphs (Figures 4 and 5), since it is based on the
same principle of parsimony. However it has the advantage of taking
extra information concerning the age of the manuscripts into account.

26 Daniel C. Fisher, ‘Stratocladistics: Integrating Temporal Data and Character
Data in Phylogenetic Inference’, Annual Review of Ecology, Evolution, and
Systematics, 39 (2008), 365–385 (p. 367).
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Figure 9. Stratocladistics tree

4. Conclusion: Phylogenetics versus Stemmatics
Applying phylogenetic methods of analysis to textual data is not new.
The advantages and disadvantages of this have been discussed elsewhere.27 In the case of a relatively small (11 manuscripts analysed) and

27 See the bibliography cited above n. 4, as well as Caroline Macé and Philippe
V. Baret, ‘Why Phylogenetic Methods Work: The Theory of Evolution and
Textual Criticism’, in The Evolution of Texts: Confronting Stemmatological and
Genetical Methods. Proceedings of the International Workshop held in Louvainla-Neuve on September 1–2, 2004, ed. by C. Macé, P. V. Baret, A. Bozzi and L.
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relatively straightforward type of transmission (we are not aware of
any ‘contamination’), the results are unsurprisingly good and stable:
the main groups were identified whatever method was used, and the
degree of certainty was always high, except in the case of one manuscript, which has indeed many idiosyncrasies (D). Phylogenetic
methods do not take into account the possibility of extant intermediaries (internal nodes), but, by chance, we had only one case of a
quite obvious ancestor-descent relationship between B and P, and this
was clearly pointed out by the small size of the branch length. In such
a case, actually, the need for statistical tools or for a computerized
process is not really glaring. Nevertheless, it is reassuring for the Lachmaniann method that its results are confirmed by statistics. In
addition, we explored some new tracks for further research. Bayesian
statistics seem to give very good results on textual data, and the possibility for the Stratocladistics approach to include information so far
left out by computerized methods is encouraging.

Cignoni, Linguistica Computazionale 24 (Pisa – Rome: Istituti Editoriali e
Poligrafici Internazionali, 2006), pp. 89–108.
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What Should an Editor Do with a Text Like the
Chronographia of Michael Psellos?*

Diether Roderich Reinsch

Psellos’ Chronographia is not a work of a technical nature. It is not a
chronicle in the technical sense of the word. Rather we are dealing
with an outstanding work of literature, a masterpiece of Byzantine
historiography in a very special sense: a mixture of biography, autobiography, apology, pamphlet and encomium.1 It provides a very
personal portrait of the thirteen Byzantine emperors between 976 and
1075, from Basil II to Michael VII Doukas, as well as of certain others
— courtiers and generals, patriarchs and members of imperial
families. It is written in a highly sophisticated, often ironical language
in classicistic Greek, but with a personal twist. It uses a lot of metaphors and is full of hidden quotations and allusions.
The text, about 200 pages in print, has come down to us for the
most part in a single manuscript, codex Paris, Bibliothèque nationale
de France, Ancien fonds grec, 1712. This is a manuscript of 430 folia,
mostly of parchment. The Chronographia is written on folia 322– 422.
The last two folia (421 and 422) with the final chapters of the Chronographia are written by a fifteenth-century hand. On folia 18v–272r we
find the world chronicle of Pseudo-Symeon and on folia 272r–322r the
Historia of Leon Diakonos. So the main bulk of the manuscript forms

This lecture was given 2 May 2011 at Stockholm University.
*I would like to thank Alessandra Bucossi and Denis Searby for polishing my
English.
1 See Efthymia Pietsch, Die Chronographia des Michael Psellos. Kaisergeschichte, Autobiographie und Apologie, Serta Graeca, 20 (Wiesbaden: Dr.
Ludwig Reichert Verlag, 2005).
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a historical corpus from the creation of the world until the reign of
Michael VII Doukas.
In the course of modern editorial work on these texts this main part
of the manuscript has been dated alternatively to the twelfth, the
thirteenth or the fourteenth century. Today it is generally agreed that
the manuscript comes from the end of the twelfth century, that is, little
more than one hundred years after the text had been written by its
author. The most important and best work on the history of this
important manuscript has been done by an American scholar, the late
Kenneth Snipes, in an Oxford doctoral dissertation.2 Unfortunately
Kenneth Snipes passed away in 1995 at the rather young age of 52.
Fortunately, however, he had published the results of his research in
some articles.3
Very important for the history of the transmission of the
Chronographia is the answer to the question: where was manuscript
BnF, gr. 1712 written? The two scribes who wrote the main part of the
codex show characteristics of the so-called ‘group 2400’ and the ‘style
palestino-chypriote «epsilon»’. As we know from Annemarie Weyl
Carr4 and Paul Canart,5 who did the pioneering work on this family of
manuscripts, all the manuscripts that show these characteristics, and
therefore belong to this family, come from a provincial area the centre
2 Kenneth Snipes, ‘The Chronographia of Michael Psellos. Prolegomena to a
New Edition’ (unpublished doctoral thesis, University of Oxford, 1978).
3 Kenneth Snipes, ‘The Chronographia of Michael Psellos and the textual
tradition and transmission of the Byzantine historians of the eleventh and
twelfth centuries’, Zbornik Radova Vizantološkog Instituta, 27/28 (1989), 43–62;
idem, ‘The scripts and scribes of Parisinus graecus 1712’, in Paleografia e codicologia greca. Atti del II Colloquio internazionale (Berlino-Wolfenbüttel, 17–21
ottobre 1983), ed. by D. Harlfinger and G. Prato, 2 vols (Alessandria: Edizioni
dell’Orso, 1991), I, pp. 543–548; II, pp. 243–245 (Tav. 1–3); idem, ‘Notes on
Parisinus Graecus 1712’, Jahrbuch der Österreichischen Byzantinistik, 41 (1991),
141–161, for bibliography on the date of the manuscript see p. 141, n. 1.
4 Annemarie Weyl Carr, ‘A Group of Provincial Manuscripts from the Twelfth
Century’, Dumbarton Oaks Papers, 36 (1982), 39–81.
5 Paul Canart, ‘Les écritures livresques chypriotes du milieu du XIe siècle au
milieu du XIIIe et le style palestino-chypriote «epsilon»’, Scrittura e civiltà, 5
(1981), 17–76 = idem, Études de paléographie et de codicologie (Vatican City:
Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana, 2008), I, pp. [677]-[747]. For BnF, gr. 1712 as a
representative of the ‘style arrondi’ see p. 57 = [717], n. 149.
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of which is located in Cyprus and Palestine. This would mean that the
manuscript tradition of the Chronographia depends on a single manuscript coming from these borderlands of Byzantine culture. Cyprus
had been in political upheavals since the middle of the twelfth century
and was captured in 1191 by Richard Lionheart, not to mention
Palestine, which had fallen to the Arabs as early as 640. The fact that
the only manuscript of the Chronographia comes from this area
sounds very doubtful. Fortunately Ernst Gamillscheg has shown with
great plausibility that the script, which is typical of the family of
manuscripts studied by Weyl Carr and Canart, can be identified also
in some manuscripts which were not from the area of Cyprus /
Palestine but written in the monastery
µ
in
Constantinople.6 Gamillscheg has convincingly argued that the older
part of BnF, gr. 1712 could easily have been written in Constantinople,7 where the manuscript remained until the fifteenth
century. The argument for Constantinople as the place of origin of
BnF, gr. 1712 was strongly supported by Snipes.8 According to him a
fifteenth-century scribe must have restored a copy that was already
damaged both at the beginning and end of the text, transcribing on
new sheets of parchment the ruined folia, the final ones of which
contain the last chapters of the Chronographia. Later on, in the
6 Ernst Gamillscheg, ‘Fragen zur Lokalisierung der Handschriften der Gruppe
2400’, Jahrbuch der Österreichischen Byzantinistik, 37 (1987), 313–321 = idem,
Manuscripta Graeca. Studien zur Geschichte des griechischen Buches in
Mittelalter und Renaissance (Purkersdorf: Verlag Brüder Hollinek, 2010), no. VI,
pp. 73–84. For the Petra monastery see Raymond Janin, La géographie
ecclésiastique de l’empire byzantin. Première partie: le siège de Constantinople et
le patriarcat œcumenique, 2nd edn (Paris: Institut français d’études byzantines,
1969), III, Les églises et les monastères, pp. 421–429.
7 Gamillscheg, pp. 320–321 = 76–77. For further discussion of the problem see
Paul Canart, ‘Les écritures livresques chypriotes du XIe au XVIe siècle’, in
µ
. First International
Symposium on Mediaeval Cypriot Palaeography, 3–5 September 1984 [=
µ
, 17 (1987–1988)] (Nicosia, 1989), pp.
27–53 = idem, Études, II, pp. [853]–[879]. For BnF, gr. 1712, see pp. 32–36 =
[858]–[862].
8 Kenneth Snipes, ‘The Textual Tradition and Transmission of the
Chronographia of Michael Psellos’, in Ninth Annual Byzantine Studies Conference. Abstracts of Papers (Durham N.C., 1983), pp. 17–18.
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sixteenth century, the codex was brought from Constantinople —
probably via Crete — to Venice,9 supplemented by the scribe Andreas
Donos (end of fifteenth to middle of sixteenth century)10 by a paper
quaternion (fols 424 – 430) containing some contemporary writings of
contemporary political interest.11
The last chapters of Book VII of the Chronographia have come
down to us in a second manuscript, codex Mount Sinai, Monastery of
Saint Catherine, graecus 1117. The main part of this manuscript
contains several texts relevant to the history of the church and an
anonymous commentary on the so-called Nomocanon in 14 titles.12
Because of the latter, Herman Jan Scheltema, professor of legal history
at the University of Groningen in the Netherlands, took an interest in
this codex.13 That this manuscript contains another historical work of
Michael Psellos, the Historia syntomos, was known to the scholarly
community since 1911, when the catalogue of Beneševi was
published, but nobody took this work into consideration until it was
reprinted in 1965. However, Beneševi and Porfyr Uspensk , who
had elaborated the descriptions of the Greek Sinai codices, failed to
notice what Scheltema then realized, i.e. that at the end of the Historia
syntomos the Sinaiticus manuscript preserves a fragment of five folia
with the final section of the Chronographia (VII, b 33, 17–VII, c 17,
16). The same discovery was made by Kenneth Snipes who announced

9

See Snipes, Notes, p. 160 and The Chronographia, p. 44.
See Ernst Gamillscheg and Dieter Harlfinger, Repertorium der griechischen
Kopisten 800–1600 (Vienna: Verlag der Österreichischen Akademie der Wissenschaften, 1989), II, Frankreich. A. Verzeichnis der Kopisten, p. 33.
11 For the details see Snipes, Notes, pp. 157–160.
12 For a description of this codex see Vladimir N. Beneševi , Opisanie
gre eskich rukopisej monastyrja sv. Ekateriny na Sinae (St Petersburg: [n. publ.],
1911; repr. Hildesheim: Georg Olms Verlagsbuchhandlung, 1965), I, pp.
266–293 (No. 482). See also Victor Tiftixoglu, ‘Zur Genese der Kommentare des
Theodoros Balsamon. Mit einem Exkurs über die unbekannten Kommentare des
Sinaiticus gr. 1117’, in
12
, ed. by N. Oikonomides
(Athens:
, 1991), pp.
483–532.
13 See Willem J. Aerts, ‘Un témoin inconnu de la Chronographie de Psellos’,
Byzantinoslavica, 41 (1980), 1–16. I–XXIV, ibidem 1–2.
10
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it in 1977.14 Apart from an edition of the Chronographia in the series
Corpus Fontium Historiae Byzantinae, Snipes also planned an edition
of the Historia syntomos, but in the end it was a pupil and later
colleague of Scheltema, Willem Aerts, who first edited the Sinai fragment of the Chronographia15 and later also the Historia syntomos.16
The codex Sinaiticus 1117 was dated by Uspensk / Beneševi and
Scheltema, I think rightly, to the fourteenth century. It came, as it is
shown by Aerts, to the monastery of Saint Catherine in 1476, presumably from Mystras via Koron in the Peloponnesus. It is absolutely
clear that the Sinaiticus is independent from the Parisinus, because
with the aid of the Sinaiticus we can fill up some substantial gaps in
the Parisinus.
Apart from the two manuscripts, we find an indirect tradition of
Psellos in later historians (Nikephoros Bryennios, Anna Komnene,
Ioannes Zonaras, Michael Choniates) who quote extensive passages
from the Chronographia.
The history of the edition of the Chronographia and, generally, of
the dealings with this text is long and varied.17 The first description of
the BnF, gr. 1712 and a summary of its fate after it had arrived to Italy
is given by Carl Benedikt Hase in his edition of Leon Diakonos from
1828.18 Hase informs us that the codex came from the library of
Raphael Trichet du Fresne, a lawyer of Bordeaux, who bought it in
Italy during the reign of Louis XIII. Trichet’s widow sold it to Jean
Colbert, the famous minister of finances under Louis XIV, who then
donated it to the Bibliothèque du Roi, which today is the Bibliothèque
14 Kenneth Snipes, ‘A Newly Discovered Historical Work of Michael Psellos’,
in Third Annual Byzantine Studies Conference, Columbia University, New York
City, 3–5 December 1977. Abstract of Papers, pp. 57–58.
15 Aerts, ‘Un témoin’, pp. I–XXIV.
16 Michaelis Pselli Historia syntomos. Editio princeps, ed. and trans. by W. J.
Aerts (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 1990).
17 For the following see Diether R. Reinsch, ‘Warum eine neue Edition der
Chronographia des Michael Psellos?’, in Byzantina Mediterranea. Festschrift für
Johannes Koder zum 65. Geburtstag, ed. by K. Belke, E. Kislinger, A. Külzer and
M. A. Stassinopoulou (Wien – Köln – Weimar: Böhlau Verlag, 2007), pp.
525–546 (pp. 526–534).
18 Leonis Diaconi Caloensis Historiae libri decem, ed. by C. B. Hasius (Bonn:
Weber 1828), pp. XIII–XVI.
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nationale de France. The task of editing Leon Diakonos and Psellos
was first given to François Combefis, but then Combefis died. His
Latin translation of the text of the Chronographia, long considered
lost, was rediscovered by Snipes in the French National Archive.19
After the demise of Combefis in 1679, the job was given to Michael Le
Quien. Part of the work was in print already, when the Spanish war of
succession broke out and the whole enterprise stopped. Le Quien for
his part died in 1733. Hase’s apographon of the Greek text seems to be
lost. Eventually the editio princeps was accomplished in 1874 by
Konstantinos Sathas.20
Sathas printed a very defective text together with around one
thousand emendations of his own. His edition is not very convenient
for the reader. The seven ‘books’ of the manuscript are not subdivided
into chapters, nor are there any line-numbers; the only orientation
within the books given to the reader is the manuscript’s own folionumbering reproduced in the margins of the edition. References to the
apparatus criticus are given by numbers in the text. The most
important book review of this first edition by Sathas was written by
Ioannes Pantazides in several articles in which he offered about 250
proposals for emendation.21
Sathas published a second, revised edition in the series Byzantine
Texts under the supervision of John B. Bury.22 This second edition has
an index nominum and a detailed index Graecitatis (one hundred
pages printed in two columns) unfortunately marred by many serious
19 Kenneth Snipes, ‘The Chronographia of Michael Psellos: The «lost»
translation of Combefis and the apographon Hase’, in
. Studi in
onore di Rosario Anastasi, II (Catania: Facoltà di lettere e filosofia, 1994), pp.
343–348.
20
(976–1077), ed. by K.
N. Sathas,
, IV (Paris – Athens: [n. publ.], 1874). For
BnF, gr. 1712 and the vicissitudes of the editor’s task, see esp. pp. CXII–CXIV.
As Sathas tells us, also the German-French classical scholar Friedrich Dübner
(1802–1867), as was said, had started to prepare an edition of the Chronographia.
21 Ioannes Pantazides,
, 3 (1874), 668–686; 7 (1878), 322–346; 8
(1879), 44–67; 2247–257 = idem,
.
Α´ (Athens: [n. publ.], 1879). Corrections to Books I–VI 150; idem,
.
Β´ (Athens: [n. publ.],
1883).
22 The History of Psellus, ed. by K. Sathas (London: Methuen, 1899).
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mistakes. An important practical achievement of this edition is the
subdivision of the seven books into chapters, unfortunately not always
at the right place and with Roman numerals not only for the books,
but also for the chapters inside of the books. So in Book VI begins a
new series of chapters inside of the same book with the reign of
Theodora, and in Book VII after the main series (reigns of Michael VI
and Isaac Komnenos) Sathas introduced three new chapter-series for
the reigns of Konstantinos X Doukas, of Eudokia / Romanos Diogenes
and of Michael VII Doukas. This second edition of the Chronographia
by Sathas was very harshly reviewed in a long article by Eduard
Kurtz.23 He corrected Sathas’ text in 223 places, and his assessment is
as follows: ‘Generally one has a poor opinion of the Corpus scriptorum
historiae Byzantinae which was undertaken in the beginning of our
century by the Berlin Academy of Science, and one reproaches most of
the editors for their lack of critical faculty, their hastiness and so on,
but the worst edition of this Corpus is far better than this pathetic
sorry effort of Sathas.’24
So soon a new effort was undertaken, this time for the Collection
Budé, by Émile Renauld.25 Renauld collated the Parisinus again,
indicated every minor detail in his apparatus criticus, and gave us the
first translation of the Chronographia into a modern language. The
most important reviews of Renauld’s edition were written by Henri
Grégoire26 and by Johannes Sykutris.27 Grégoire made a few and

23 Review of The History of Psellus ed. K. Sathas by E. Kurtz, Byzantinische
Zeitschrift, 9 (1900), 492–515.
24 Kurtz, Byzantinische Zeitschrift 9, p. 515: ‘Man pflegt über das von der
Berliner Akademie im Anfange unseres Jahrhunderts unternommene Corpus
scriptorum historiae byzantinae sehr geringschätzig zu urteilen und den meisten
der dabei beteiligten Gelehrten Mangel an Kritik, Flüchtigkeit u. dergl. mehr
vorzuwerfen; aber die allerschlechteste Ausgabe aus jenem Corpus ist immer
noch um vieles besser als das klägliche Machwerk von Sathas.’
25 Michel Psellos, Chronographie ou Histoire d’un siècle de Byzance (976–1077),
ed. by É. Renauld, 2 vols (Paris: Société d’édition “Les Belles Lettres”,
1926–1928).
26 Henri Grégoire, ‘rec. Renauld, I’, Byzantion, 2 (1927), 550–567; idem, ‘rec.
Renauld, II’, Byzantion, 4 (1927–1928), 716–728.
27 Johannes Sykutris, ‘rec. Renauld, I’, Byzantinische Zeitschrift, 27 (1927),
99–105; idem, ‘rec. Renauld, II’, Byzantinische Zeitschrift, 29 (1929/30), 40–48.
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Sykutris made over 500 contributions to the text, mostly very astute
but of course not acceptable in every case.
These and other critical efforts, some of them made even before
Renauld but overlooked by him, were incorporated into a new edition
made by Salvatore Impellizzeri and his collaborators.28 Impellizzeri
inspected the Parisinus again in some places and made use of the
Sinaiticus through Aerts’ s edition. In his editorial decisions
Impellizzeri mostly follows Sykutris; his reports of the readings in the
manuscripts are not always correct, and his text is full of both
omissions of small words and misprints. Another problem with
Impellizzeri’s edition is the apparatus fontium compiled by Criscuolo.
Most entries are by no means fontes, but only very vague similia which
tell us nothing more than that Psellos mastered the standard Atticistic
repertoire of the litterati of his time.29 Impellizzeri’s edition has not
received any thorough reviews; only a very few Italian Byzantinists
have commented on it. Recently, however, the French classicist JeanClaude Riedinger has made some substantial contributions to the text
with about 200 remarks and new proposals for emendations.30
Apart from these four editions as well many other suggestions on
the text, we have numerous translations into modern languages (not
all of them from the original text): French (1926 –1928), Czech (1940),
English (1953), Russian (1978), Italian (1984), Modern Greek (1985),
Polish (1985), Turkish (1992), Modern Greek a second time (1992/93),
Spanish (2005). In these circumstances what is there left to do for the

28 Michele Psello, Imperatori di Bisanzio (Cronografia), introduction by Dario
Del Corno, ed. by S. Impellizzeri, commentary by U. Criscuolo, trans. by S.
Ronchey, 2 vols (Milano: Fondazione Lorenzo Valla, 1984; 2nd edn 1993).
29 For this problem generally see Diether R. Reinsch, ‘Zum Edieren von
Texten: Über Zitate’, in Proceedings of the 21st International Congress of
Byzantine Studies, London 21–26 August 2006, ed. by E. Jeffreys (Aldershot:
Ashgate, 2006), I, Plenary Papers, pp. 299–309.
30 Jean-Claude Riedinger, ‘Remarques sur le texte de la Chronographie de
Michel Psellos (1)’, Revue des études byzantines, 63 (2005, publ. 2006), 97–125;
idem, ‘Remarques sur le texte de la Chronographie de Michel Psellos (2)’, Revue
des études byzantines, 64–65 (2006–2007), 205–253; idem, ‘Remarques sur le
texte de la Chronographie de Michel Psellos (3)’, Revue des études byzantines, 68
(2010), 179–189.
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fourth editor of the fifth edition of a text transmitted for the most part
in a single manuscript and treated, it seems, exhaustively?
First of all, after a new collation of the manuscript (resulting in only
a few new readings), he must try to emend the text with the help of his
own critical acumen. Despite all the grey matter concentrated on this
task in the past, it turns out that, even after all those efforts, the text
still shows serious faults and problems. New solutions for about 250
places have been found; most of them have already been published in
several articles.31 These and others found in the meantime will have to
be incorporated into the text of the new edition along with the
proposals, if accepted, made by Riedinger and others before and after
Impellizzeri’s edition. On the other hand the text must be cleansed of a
number of misguided editorial interventions. The apparatus criticus,
apart from the readings of the manuscript(s), without the trivial
mistakes documented fully by Renauld in his edition, will give a full
documentation of all the proposals made from Sathas until now (right
or wrong proposals, ingenious emendations or rather odd ones).
Secondly the text will be printed in a historically more correct form
as to orthography, accentuation and punctuation. Hitherto the
practice in orthography and accentuation followed, more or less
strictly, by editors of Byzantine texts, was to over-normalize the texts
on the basis of classical Greek orthography as developed by classical
scholars for their own texts. There are exceptions, especially in the
series of the Corpus Christianorum as well as some other editions, but
mostly Byzantine texts in printed editions are adapted according to the
printed editions of classical texts. So we find for instance the name
or the title
generally written in this way, with a
circumflex, despite the general practice in Byzantine manuscripts of
31 Diether R. Reinsch, Warum eine neue Edition, pp. 541–546; idem, ‘Pselliana’,
Byzantinische Zeitschrift, 100 (2007), 147–155; idem, ‘Emendationsvorschläge
zur Chronographia des Michael Psellos’, Byzantinische Zeitschrift, 100 (2007),
739–777; idem, ‘Theophylaktos Simokattes in der Kanzlei Basileios’ II. Zur
am Ende der Chronographia des Michael
Psellos’, Jahrbuch der Österreichischen Byzantinistik, 58 (2008), 147–151; idem,
‘Weitere Vorschläge zur Korrektur des Textes von Michael Psellos,
Chronographia’, Medioevo Greco, 11 (2011), 203–224; idem, ‘Andronikos Dukas
ohne Schatten. Zu Psellos, Chronographia VIIc 14, 6–7’, Medioevo Greco, 12 (in
print, 2012).
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and
with an acute.32 We find the name
printed with a single rho, but the Byzantine authors wrote
. Byzantine authors usually wrote
,
,
,
,
µ
,
, and so on, as one word and not as
two as we find in printed editions. Previous editors treated the
enclitica the way classical school grammar dictates, but Byzantine
authors followed different rules.33
However, orthography and accentuation are minor items. A more
serious problem is punctuation, and here the new edition of the
Chronographia will deviate radically from the practice of the previous
editions and give back to the text its rhetorical structure, freeing it
from the Procrustean bed of the Modern Greek, French and Italian
grammars.
In the last twenty years generally something has changed in the
attitudes of editors with regard to Byzantine texts, and we have also
good programmatic declarations of editorial practice.34 The most
important path-breaking observations and considerations were made
by Jacques Noret, who had a decisive influence on the editorial
practice of the contributors to the Corpus Christianorum, Series
Graeca.35 Valuable reflections and advice for future editors can also be
writing

32 For more examples for acute accents instead of circumflex over the vowels ,
and
(the so-called
) see Pseudo-Gregorii Agrigentini seu PseudoGregorii Nysseni Commentarius in Ecclesiasten, ed. by G. H. Ettlinger and J.
Noret (Turnhout: Brepols; Leuven: Leuven University Press, 2007), pp.
XLII–XLIII.
33 For Anna Komnene for instance see the exhaustive documentation by
Athanasios Kambylis in Annae Comnenae Alexias, ed. by D. R. Reinsch and A.
Kambylis, 2 vols (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 2001), I, 34*–52*.
34 In the following I repeat some observations from the article written in
German: Diether R. Reinsch, ‘Stixis und Hören’, in Actes du VIe Colloque
International de Paléographie Grecque (Drama, 21–27 septembre 2003), ed. by B.
Atsalos and N. Tsironi (Athens: Société hellénique de reliure, 2008), I, pp.
259–269.
35 Especially for punctuation see Jacques Noret, ‘Notes de ponctuation et
d’accentuation byzantines’, Byzantion, 65 (1995), 69–88; idem, ‘Les règles
byzantines de la division en syllabes’, Byzantion, 77 (2007), 345–348.
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found in some articles by Mazzucchi36 and Maltese.37 Among the
editions of the Corpus Christianorum the autobiography of Nikephoros Blemmydes by Munitiz38 was a pioneering work, and we have
some other examples of editions from autographs or manuscripts
nearly representing autographs by Maltese,39 Angelou40 and others.
Moreover, in December 2009 the Austrian Academy of Sciences
organized an international workshop dealing with these problems
under the title ‘From Manuscripts to Books’.41
In the case of Psellos’ Chronographia, however, we encounter a
serious problem, insofar our codex unicus is not an autograph, but,
despite its age, a very defective apographon, which is clear from the
almost two thousand textual emendations made by various scholars.
What about punctuation? Can we trust the manuscript? What should
the editor do?
Because there is no autograph of Psellos, it will perhaps help to
have a look at other autographs or manuscripts that are close to the
36 Carlo Maria Mazzucchi, ‘Per una punteggiatura non anacronistica, e più
efficace, dei testi greci’, Bollettino della Badia Greca di Grottaferrata, 51 (1997)
[=
. Studi in onore di mgr Paul Canart per il LXX compleanno], 129–143.
37 Enrico V. Maltese, ‘Per l’edizione di autografi bizantini’, in Problemi di
ecdotica e esegesi di testi bizantini e grecomedievali. Atti della seconda Giornata di
studi bizantini sotto il patrocinio della Associazione Italiana di Studi Bizantini
(Salerno, 6-7 maggio 1992), (Naples: Arte Tipografica, 1993), pp. 81–94; idem,
‘Ortografia d’autore e regole dell’editore: gli autografi bizantini’, Rivista di studi
bizantini e neoellenici, 32 (1995), 91–121.
38 Nicephori Blemmydae Autobiographia sive Curriculum Vitae necnon Epistula
Universalior, ed. by J. A. Munitiz, Corpus Christianorum, Series Graeca, 13
(Turnhout: Brepols; Leuven: Leuven University Press, 1984).
39 Georgii Gemisti Plethonis Contra Scholarii pro Aristotele obiectiones, ed. by
E. V. Maltese (Leipzig: Teubner Verlagsgesellschaft, 1988). Georgii Gemisti
Plethonis Opuscula de historia Graeca, ed. by E. V. Maltese (Leipzig: Teubner
Verlagsgesellschaft, 1989).
40 Manuel Palaiologos. Dialogue with the Empress-Mother on Marriage, ed. by
A. Angelou, Byzantina Vindobonensia, 19 (Vienna: Österreichischen Akademie
der Wissenschaften, 1991).
41 The contributions now have been printed: From Manuscripts to Books. Vom
Codex zur Edition. Proceedings of the International Workshop on Textual
Criticism and Editorial Practice for Byzantine Texts (Vienna, 10–11 December
2009), ed. by A. Giannouli and E. Schiffer Vienna: Österreichischen Akademie
der Wissenschaften, 2011).
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author’s lifetime. For the century after Psellos we are quite well off,
because we have autographs or other manuscripts very close to the
autograph from a first rate intellectual: Eustathios, archbishop of
Thessaloniki, learned orator, teacher of rhetoric, high cleric,
philologist and prolific author. Some years ago Anna Liverani
investigated the punctuation of Eustathios’ two autographa of his
commentaries to Homer’s Odyssey.42 Her main results are the
following: Eustathios used five different punctuation marks: comma,
low or middle dot (these two are not distinguishable in the reality of
the manuscripts), high dot, combination of high dot and comma (the
so-called semicolon), and colon.
· The comma (apart from its function as
between two
words, in printed editions expressed by simple space) marks the
separation of a subordinated or necessarily connected syntactical unit,
which means it separates subordinated from main phrases, participles
and infinitives, or predicate and object from the subject of a phrase.
· Middle or low dot (µ
µ or
µ ) separates
coordinated phrases or parts of phrases.
· The high dot (
µ ) marks the end of a whole phrase; it has
the function of our modern full stop.
· The combination of high dot and comma (semicolon) functions
as question mark, but only when the sentence does not begin with an
interrogative pronoun or adverb. Often it marks also the pause
between disjunctive or correlative syntagmas or the end of the protasis
in conditional clauses or the end of a parenthesis.
· The colon marks the end of a commentary unit.
Eustathios’ commentaries on Homer, of course, were not conceived
for oral performance, and therefore we have to ask if Liverani’s
observations are also valid for other works of Eustathios. What about
his orations, and what about his historical work? Do they show the
same punctuation system? If yes, we should adopt this system in our
editions, if we want to understand these works in their aesthetic
dimension, if we want to comprehend the intention of the author and
how these texts were meant to be presented to the audience, indicating
42

Anna Liverani, ‘Sul sistema di interpunzione in Eustazio di Tessalonica’,
Medioevo greco, 1 (2000), 187–197.
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the pauses to be made by the performer or by the reader when reading
them aloud which, of course, was nearly always the case in Byzantium
(and not only there).
Unfortunately it is not easy to give an answer to our question.
Eustathios’ orations were partly critically re-edited just a few years ago
by Peter Wirth,43 who, however, had nothing to say about the problem
of punctuation. He uses the system commonly employed for German
editions of classical and Byzantine Greek texts. Besides, Eustathios’
orations have not come down to us as autographa, but in the famous
compilatory manuscripts El Escorial, Real Biblioteca, Y.II.10 from the
end of the twelfth century and Oxford, Bodleian Library, Barocci 131
from the thirteenth century. I have examined the punctuation in
Eustathios’ oration addressed to Manuel Komnenos, which was
delivered when he was appointed to the Episcopal see of Myra. This
speech was selected for the purpose, because it is transmitted in both
the above manuscripts. The result of my examination shows that the
punctuation is to a very large extent identical in both manuscripts and
that it corresponds with the facts observed by Liverani for the
autographa of the commentaries on Homer’s Odyssey (with, of course,
none of the colons typical of a commentary). Presumably we have
before us Eustathios’ original punctuation, or at least a punctuation
that reflects his intentions as to oral performance. If we reproduce this
punctuation in our printed text, it will help us to understand the
oration better as a speech. The following example can show us how
preserving the original rhetorical punctuation even prevents us from
altering the text inappropriately. In a long passage at the end of his
speech Eustathios praises the beauty, modulation and other qualities
of Manuel’s voice:
But I assign the clear sound to the noble realm, and I maintain that
there is a difference between the sweet sound and the piercing one,
and I judge the former as subordinate, the second as superior. The
former in my opinion fits neither the age nor the person of a man, the
second however is perfect and manly. This is conspicuous also in your
voice, which like a soft thunder bursts forth from heaven majestically,
not tending to severity nor too much sharpness, but just rushing
43 Eustathii Thessalonicensis Opera Minora magnam partem inedita, ed. by P.
Wirth, Corpus Fontium Historiae Byzantinae, 32 (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter,
2000).
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gently and cheerfully surrounds the listener by its distinct lucidity.
Such a sound fitting an hero comes from your speech, and as to the
sweetness of words, your lips pronounce a modulation worthy of the
Muses, and the air set in motion makes the voice become a thunder
which sounds piercingly but not awfully.44

Let us first look at the text with the traditional punctuation as given by
the editor:
µ
µ

45

µ

µ
,

µ

µ

,
µ
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,

µ
µ

µ
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µ

µµ
µ ,
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µ
>46
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The manuscripts, however, punctuate (and accentuate) in the
following way:
µ
µ

µ

µ ,

µ ,

µ
µ

µ
µµ

µ

µ
µ

.47
µ

µ
,

,
,

.

I strongly believe that the punctuation of the manuscripts not only
makes the period more understandable, but also that the comma after
44

Wirth, ed. Eustathii Opera Minora, p. 227, ll. 19–29.
So the editor wrongly following the Baroccianus; while the right choice is
µ
of the Escorialensis. Eustathios uses a double hyperbaton;
grammatically
µ goes together with
µ . For the
second, see Euripides, Hec. 806
µ
µ .
46 Added by Wirth following a proposal of Athanasios Kambylis.
47 The manuscripts here punctuate with a ‘semicolon’, but this sign in a
modern edition I would like to reserve for interrogative sentences.
45
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µ
prevents us from following the proposal of Kambylis and
inserting with Wirth a
into the text. The comma signals that after
µ
there is a pause, which means that
µ
µ
has to be taken as accusativus Graecus.
In many cases, of course, pauses for oral performance coincide with
the cut-off points of syntactical units, but not in other cases. We have
to respect the rhetorical logic of Byzantine Greek, which is not always
identical with the syntactical logic of modern European languages,
which, for their part, differ from one another. All literary Byzantine
texts, including the Chronographia of Michael Psellos, are conceived
and communicated as acts of speech and acts of hearing. For a modern
editor it is not important to reproduce the punctuation signs as they
are shaped in the Greek text, but to keep the places of the punctuation
marks of the manuscripts and to put into the edited text signs which
have a function similar to that of the signs in Byzantine manuscripts.
Therefore the editor of the fifth edition of Michael Psellos’ Chronographia will treat the punctuation of his text in general accordance
with the Byzantine practice, which is also the practice in the Parisinus
(and, where it is available, also in the Sinaiticus), but for the service of
the modern reader he will do this with some modifications.
· The high dot (
µ ) of the manuscript(s) will be represented
by the modern full stop. In the manuscript(s) the high dot is found at
the end of a period, often written thicker than a normal dot and
followed by a blank space. Sometimes it is also found before the
conjunction
, if by this
begins a relatively independent unit.
· The comma of the manuscript(s) will be represented by the
modern comma. We find it often between the subject of a sentence
and its predicate and object, in front of subordinated phrases, but also
before participle and infinitive constructions, after µ
and
,
sometimes after
and
.
· Low dot (also thin low dot) of the manuscript(s) will be
represented by high dot, in some cases also by a comma. It is used
normally in enumerations of parallel units. Sometimes the thin low
dot of the manuscript(s) will be neglected in the edition.
· The combination of comma and high dot (semicolon) is found
very rarely in the manuscript(s); there it marks some subordinate
phrases. In the edition it will be represented by comma.
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· The edition will also use the semicolon as question mark at the
end of sentences that begin with an interrogative pronoun or adverb,
where the manuscript(s) show(s) a simple high point.
In addition to the signs found in the manuscript(s), it will use the
colon as a pointer to what follows, the dash to indicate an anacolouthon, round brackets to indicate a parenthesis, and quotation
marks to indicate direct speech. So the edition will not slavishly follow
the manuscript(s), but will normalize the text — as to the form of the
signs applied — in order to help the reader and will strongly indicate
the speech pauses required for the performance intended by the
author. Therefore, the reader must be aware that commata will be
found inside a phrase between subject and predicate, that correlation
between µ and may step over a full stop, that participia coniuncta
and infinitive constructions are separated from main sentences like
subordinate sentences by comma, and so forth. But with a little
practice (it is always recommended to read the text aloud) the text will
gain a life it never would acquire with mere grammatical punctuation.
The text of the new edition will be presented with a modified,
continuous chapter numeration in Book VI and in Book VII, with the
numeration of Impellizzeri (VI and VIa, VII, VIIa, VIIb, VIIc) in
brackets; indicated, too, will be the often divergent chapter divisions of
the manuscript(s). There will be an apparatus fontium and a separate
apparatus testimoniorum. In the apparatus fontium there will be a
clear differentiation between quotations, allusions, and simple similia.
As I hope to have shown, taking the punctuation of the manuscripts into account should not represent some quirk of editors,
because it helps us to understand texts better, as well as their rhetorical
and acoustic structure. To ignore and despise the punctuation of the
manuscripts can lead to serious misunderstandings of the sense.
I will give just one example from Psellos’ Chronographia. In his
portrait of the Caesar Ioannes Doukas, the uncle of Michael VII, at the
end of the Chronographia,48 Psellos asks the rhetorical question if the
Caesar perhaps was impertinent to his brother, Emperor Konstantinos
X, and later to his nephew, Emperor Michael VII, and if perhaps he
had dared to take too many liberties. Psellos himself gives the
48

VIIc, 16–17 Impellizzeri = VII, 180–181 new edition.
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following answer to this question (text as given in the edition of
Impellizzeri):49
µ

,

µ

µ

µ

µµ

µ

,

.

17.

.

Ronchey translates:
Assolutamente no, tanto da costituire anzi un modello di contegno per
tutti noi; ed egli, che in ogni cosa è pieno di misura e ovunque mescola
il serio al faceto, in questo solo non è parco né moderato.
17. Pratica la caccia mista. Scruta il volo degli uccelli …

All the other translators, too, handle this in a similar way, because it
was Sathas in his first edition who had set the full stop after µµ
and had a new paragraph begin with
,
whereas in his second edition he added paragraph 17. So Sewter
translates:
Wrong again. In fact, John sets us all an example of diplomacy, always
careful to avoid extremes, tempering his serious pursuits with levity.
Only in this matter of pastimes does he show lack of restraint and lose
a sense of proportion.
(17) He indulgeṣ in all kinds of hunting, observing carefully the flight
of birds …50

However, if one follows the punctuation and distribution of the text as
the manuscripts have them, and if one receives into the text instead of
the
of the Parisinus the better reading
of the
Sinaiticus, and instead of the
of the Parisinus the better
reading
of the Sinaiticus, one gets the following text:
µ

.
µ

49

µ

µ
µµ

.

µ
:

,
.

End of Ch. 16 and beginning of Ch. 17.
Edgar Robert Ashton Sewter, Fourteen Byzantine Rulers. The Chronographia
of Michael Psellus, 2nd edn (London: Penguin Books, 1966).
50
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In the manuscripts there is no paragraph division, but in order to keep
the division in the new edition quite close to the traditional one,
paragraph 181 (= Ch. 17 Impellizzeri) will not begin with
, but with
. Both manuscripts show a strong
pause after
and a weak one after
. After µµ
there is no punctuation mark in the manuscripts, the colon is added
by the editor for the convenience of the modern reader. The strong
pause after
(the false
in the Parisinus) is found in
both manuscripts. The wrong versions of the text in the Parisinus
(
for
and
for
) can easily be
explained: we are in the part of the Parisinus that is supplemented by
the fifteenth century scribe, who apparently had difficulties deciphering the damaged sheets of the old manuscript he was confronted with.
The German translation which will be published together with the
new edition of the Greek text will run as follows in this place:
Keineswegs! Vielmehr ist er für uns alle geradezu ein Vorbild an
loyaler Ehrerbietung.
181 (= 17) Überall hält er das rechte Maß ein und weiß Ernst und Spiel
zu mischen. Nur in einem kennt er keine Zurückhaltung und kein
Maß: in der Jagd in allen ihren Varianten. So beobachtet er mit Eifer
den Flügelschlag des Vogels ...

Only by respecting the punctuation of the manuscripts and the
subdivision of the text as given in them do we get an acceptable
interpretation of the passage. And the same goes generally for the
whole text. But there are, of course, also points in the manuscript(s),
where their punctuation must be disregarded, because it makes no
sense either syntactically or rhetorically. The edition in this respect as
well must be a critical one.
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Imprimatur?
Unconventional Punctuation and Diacritics in
Manuscripts of Medieval Greek Philosophical Works

Börje Bydén

Let me begin by expressing my gratitude to Alessandra Bucossi and
the rest of the Ars edendi team for having given me this opportunity to
resume a discussion with Diether Reinsch that we started a few years
ago. My contribution will be concerned with editorial policy regarding
the punctuation and diacritics of Byzantine texts, both in general and
especially of philosophical texts, since that is my own central field of
interest. As suggested by its title, my own position is that editors of
Byzantine texts would be wise not to abandon established conventions
in favour of closer conformity to the practices followed in the manuscripts until they have carefully pondered what in their particular case
would be the advantages and disadvantages of doing so. I also think
the proper viewpoint from which to evaluate these advantages and
disadvantages can only be that of the prospective users of the editions.
To save space and time, I shall essentially restrict myself to punctuation here, which is after all the area in which our choice of editorial
policy is likely to have the most significant consequences for our
readers.
Over the last couple of decades, the view that editorial practices
should conform more closely to the use of punctuation and diacritics
in the manuscripts seems to have gained much ground in the

This paper was presented 2 May 2011 at Stockholm University.

Ars Edendi Lecture Series, vol. 2 (Stockholm, 2012), pp. 155 –172.
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community of Byzantine scholars.1 The earlier consensus, dating back
to the time when Byzantine philology first began to develop as a
separate discipline, was that the reproduction of such punctuation and
diacritics in the manuscripts as departed from the rules of classical
grammar would be inappropriate. For example, Karl Krumbacher, in a
footnote to an article on the engagement ring of Stefan Radoslav of
Serbia and Anna Komnene Doukaina, stated the opinion that
departures from the conventions regarding diacritics would be more
confusing than helpful so long as there was no general understanding
on the subject within the community of Greek scholars, and this, he
held, was impossible so long as the Byzantine usage had not been
systematically examined.2
Krumbacher’s footnote is quoted in the prolegomena to Reinsch’s
and Kambylis’ edition of Anna Komnene’s Alexiad, one of the
weightiest contributions to the recent scholarly debate in which closer
conformity to the Byzantine usage is advocated.3 In reply to the great
Bavarian’s apprehensions, Reinsch and Kambylis point out that the
Byzantine conventions regarding diacritics have been fairly extensively
studied since his days, with the result that we are now in a position to
distinguish clearly between true authorial innovations and trivial
scribal errors. They do not address the question as to whether there is
any general understanding on the subject within the community of
1 One important exponent of this view is Jacques Noret; see especially his
‘Notes de ponctuation et d’accentuation byzantines’, Byzantion, 65 (1995),
69–88. Others are listed in Diether R. Reinsch, ‘Stixis und Hören’, in Actes du VIe
Colloque International de Paléographie Grecque (Drama, 21–27 septembre 2003),
ed. by B. Atsalos and N. Tsironi (Athens: Société hellénique de reliure, 2008), I,
pp. 259–269 (pp. 259–260) and in this volume, pp. 131–154. For a welcoming
response to Reinsch’s paper, see Emmanuel Bourbouhakis, ‘Rhetoric and
Performance’, in The Byzantine World, ed. by P. Stephenson (London:
Routledge, 2010), pp. 175 –187 (p. 180).
2 Karl Krumbacher, ‘Ein serbisch-byzantinischer Verlobungsring’, Sitzungsberichte der philosophisch-philologischen und der historischen Klasse der
Königlich Bayerischen Akademie der Wissenschaften zu München, Jahrgang 1906
(Munich: Verlag der K. B. Akademie der Wissenschaften, 1907), 421–452 (p. 431
n. 2).
3 Annae Comnenae Alexias: Pars prior. Prolegomena et Textus, ed. by D. R.
Reinsch and A. Kambylis, Corpus Fontium Historiae Byzantinae. Series
Berolinensis, 40/1 (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2001), p. 53*.
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Greek scholars — one may suspect that the reason is that they do not
think it matters much.
Naturally, the advocates of closer conformity to the Byzantine
usage also adduce positive reasons for the recommended policy
change. As far as I can make out, these reasons fall under two main
headings. The first subsumes all the benefits that such a change is
expected to bring to the users of editions of Byzantine texts. Apart
from this, I have the impression that, although they seldom if ever
state it expressly, the champions of Byzantine usage also rely on the
axiom that it is an editor’s duty to reproduce as faithfully as possible
the edited author’s practices. And the Byzantine usage can often be
assumed to be fairly close to the author’s practices, in some cases even
coincide with them, namely whenever we have to do with autograph
manuscripts.
As far as user benefits are concerned, it has been argued by Reinsch
that the punctuation of the manuscripts facilitates the appreciation of
the text as an oral performance.4 That is to say, the punctuation is
assumed to convey information about the way in which the author
intended the text to be read aloud, or at least about the way in which a
scribe, relatively close in time to the author, intended it to be read
aloud. Conformity to this punctuation, it is further argued, would also
facilitate listening comprehension, whenever the text is actually read
aloud to a listening audience.
It is clear, I think, that these arguments are only applicable to the
editing of certain genres of texts: rhetoric, poetry, perhaps historiography. Moreover, they are likely to appeal only to a relatively limited
number of users. In so far as there is a conflict between punctuation
systems designed to facilitate listening comprehension and those
designed to facilitate reading comprehension (as Reinsch’s arguments
seem to presuppose) I suspect that the vast majority of users would
give priority to the latter.
It has also been pointed out that knowledge of the original punctuation is necessary for studying the prose rhythm of those authors who

4

Reinsch, ‘Stixis und Hören’, p. 261 ff.
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observe clausular rules.5 To my knowledge, these are the only user
benefits that have been claimed for a return to Byzantine punctuation.
Arguably, there are more potential advantages connected with the preservation of the accents and other diacritics of the manuscripts. It is
for instance conceivable that the Byzantine deviations reflect changes
in spoken Greek, and perhaps printed and digital editions recording
these deviations could be of help for scholars who wish to chart these
changes. As is well known, there is no abundance of vernacular
material from the Middle Byzantine period, so all help must be
welcome.
Similarly, in order to systematically examine the Byzantine usage of
accents and other diacritics — which according to Krumbacher was a
necessary requisite for the usefulness of conforming to it in editorial
practice — it must be of great assistance to have access to printed and
especially to digital editions which reflect this use. So it cannot be
denied that an editorial policy such as the champions of Byzantine
usage envisage may bring certain advantages. But I do not think it will
be difficult to show that the disadvantages in most cases are incomparably greater, especially those connected with a return to Byzantine
punctuation.
As regards the axiom about the editor’s duty, a good place to start
may be to ask to whom the duty is supposed to be owed. One sometimes gets the impression that the editor’s foremost allegiance is
supposed to be to the author whose works she is editing. An example
of this is when Reinsch adduces the circumstance that no modern
philologist would dream of preparing a critical edition of Goethe in
which the author’s original punctuation has been normalized to
twenty-first-century standard, the assumption being, I suppose, that it
would be preposterous not to respect Goethe.6
But if this assumption is conceded, it prompts the further question
of whether it is the author’s intentions or his or her actual practice that
deserve the most respect, in those cases where there seems to be a
5 By Karin Metzler in Eustathii Thessalonicensis De emendanda vita
monachica, Corpus Fontium Historiae Byzantinae. Series Berolinensis, 45
(Berlin: De Gruyter, 2006), p. 50*, who sensibly defends her decision not to
reproduce the punctuation and diacritics of the manuscripts.
6 Reinsch, ‘Stixis und Hören’, p. 261.
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discrepancy. And if we are inclined to think that the author’s
intentions deserve the most respect, the next question will obviously be
whether it is not really the duty to assist the author in doing what he
or she could be reasonably presumed to have intended to do, rather
than what he or she actually happens to have done on each particular
occasion, that is incumbent on the editor. When I say ‘reasonably
presumed’ I mean, of course, according to some fairly rigorous criteria
for what may count as reasonable. In medieval as well as in modern
philology it is not uncommon, I think, for these two interpretations of
the duty towards the author to lead to different practical results.
As an example in the realm of accentuation we can take George
Pachymeres’ treatment, in the wholly autograph manuscript Berlin,
Staatsbibliothek zu Berlin, Preussischer Kulturbesitz, Hamilton, 512
(gr. 408), of
(used as a copula) sometimes as an enclitic (e.g.
Philosophia 11, 6.6 –7 Oikonomakos:7
), sometimes as an
oxytone (e.g. ibid. 96.9:
) and sometimes as a paroxytone (e.g. ibid. 97.18:
). Assuming that Pachymeres
was trying to follow some kind of rule, an editor respectful of his
intentions would presumably normalize the anomalous instances on
the basis of either the author’s predominant usage or the rules known
to have been taught by the grammarians of his day.
More consequential examples are to be found outside the realm of
accentuation (and, for that matter, that of punctuation), as, for
instance, when the manuscript Berlin, Ham. 512 has the meaningless
reading
in the author’s own hand and the partly autograph
Paris, Bibliothèque nationale de France, Ancien fonds grec, 1930 has
the meaningful reading
in a different hand.8 Pachymeres’
intention must have been to write the latter, but what he actually
wrote was the former, and this is also what the editor prints. In my
view, the choice between intention and actual practice is not a selfevident one: it is a question which merits serious discussion. However,
I will not pursue it further today.

µ
,
,
:
,
µ
, ed. by K. Oikonomakos, Commentaria in Aristotelem Byzantina, 3
(Athens: Academia Atheniensis, 2005).
8 Oikonomakos, Philosophia 11, 4.28.
7
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Instead I will return to the question of the beneficiary of the editor’s
duty. For there is of course another possible answer to this, namely
that the editor’s prime allegiance is not to the author but to the
readers, that is to say, to those who could be expected to make use of
her edition. The presupposition would be that the editor has a duty to
reproduce the edited author’s practices if, and only if, this is what the
readers demand of her. And if this is the answer we prefer, we are
immediately referred back to the question of user benefits. Our first
task as editors must then be to find out who are likely to make use of
our editions, and our next task to try to determine their needs.
In the case of a major author, there is perhaps not really much of a
problem. There will be space for several different kinds of edition,
each tailored to the special requirements of a specific segment of the
readership. But there is little hope that we will ever witness Reclam or
Loeb editions of Byzantine philosophers. That is why the comparison
with Goethe or with other major authors is not particularly apt.
However much we revere Shakespeare and respect his authorial
intentions, no editor of Penguin Classics, I ween, would dream of
reproducing the spelling or indeed the punctuation of the first quarto
or the first folio in his or her edition of A Midsommer Nights Dreame:
NOw faire Hippolita, our nuptiall hower
Draws on apa e: fower happy daies bring in
An other Moone: but oh, me thinks, how low
This old Moone wanes. She lingers my de ires,
Like to a Stepdame, or a dowager,
Long withering out a yong mans reuenewe.
(Quarto 1, 1600)
NOw faire Hippolita, our nuptiall houre
Drawes on apace: foure happy daies bring in
Another Moon: but oh, me thinkes, how low
This old Moon wanes; She lingers my de ires
Like to a Step-dame, or a Dowager,
Long withering out a yong mans reuennew.
(Folio 1, 1623)
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And yet there can be little doubt that these editions are closer than the
current Penguin Shakespeare to the author’s actual practice.
Those of us who edit minor authors are normally faced with the
task of satisfying all the different segments of the readership at once.
This makes it all the more important, I think, for us to carefully consider just who our prospective readers might be, and what needs they
may have, and then to adapt our editorial policy to those needs. In the
case of some texts, it may turn out that there is reason to think that
most readers will prefer the diacritics and punctuation of the manuscripts to a more conventional and user-friendly style. If so, it should
be the editor’s task to provide them with that. In the case of other
texts, however, the situation will undoubtedly be different. And it
would be ill advised, I think, to impose Byzantine diacritics and
punctuation on a readership that will not derive any benefit from it,
even in the unlikely event that an editor should decide that her duty
towards the author takes precedence over that towards the readers.
For my own part, I am mostly concerned with philosophical texts.
Readers who are interested in Greek philosophical texts from the
Middle Ages are likely to be for the most part historians of philosophy.
Such people may not care so much about the hearing comprehension
of medieval Greek or, for that matter, about the fate and fortune of
Greek accentuation and prosody. They are probably more interested
in understanding the content of the text in front of them. As I have
already hinted, it is not immediately clear that the faithful reproduction of the author’s practices in matters of diacritics and punctuation will facilitate this understanding. Let me give two brief examples
from editions based on autographs of Byzantine philosophical authors
to illustrate the sort of difficulties readers may encounter, the first
being, again, from George Pachymeres, and the second from George
Gemistos Plethon:
µ
µ ’

,µ
,
(Pachymeres, Phil. 10, 4.23 –24 Pappa).9

9 Pappa’s edition is based on the manuscript Berlin, Staatsbibliothek zu Berlin,
Preussischer Kulturbesitz, Hamilton, 512 (gr. 408). Her stated policy is to
preserve the author’s punctuation only in case it helps clarify the sense (p. 137*),
but our passage appears to be an exception. Remove the acute accent from
together with the following comma and the passage will read smoothly. Georgios
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…

µ
µ

µ

.
µ

µ

,
µ

,

µ

,
’
µ
,
’
; (Plethon, De diff. 321.6 –13 Lagarde)10

µ

Byzantine philosophical authors do not attract an awful lot of students
and scholars as it is. I suspect that more Byzantine punctuation of the
kind exemplified above would act as a further deterrent. At any rate, it
would certainly make life a trifle more difficult for the few devotees
that exist.

Medieval and modern punctuation
In so far as they read Greek, historians of philosophy will probably be
most used to standard editions of classical authors like Plato and
Aristotle. The punctuation in these editions is, of course, modern. And
as the reader is well aware, modern punctuation differs from medieval
punctuation. The reason for this seems to be that it fills, at least in
part, a different function. We use punctuation marks directly as an aid
to analysing the syntactic structure of texts; medieval readers looked to
them primarily for guidance as to how to convert the spatially
structured text into temporally structured speech, and only secondarily for help with the syntax. At least that is how the difference is

Pachymeres, Philosophia 10: Kommentar zur Metaphysik des Aristoteles, ed. by E.
Pappa, Commentaria in Aristotelem Byzantina, 2 (Athens: Academia Atheniensis, 2002).
10 Lagarde’s edition is based on the manuscript Venice, Biblioteca Marciana,
graecus, 517. She claims to have respected the author’s punctuation in principle,
except for rendering the high dot as a full stop and the low dot as a colon,
comma or semicolon, as the case may be. A modernizing editor would substitute
a comma for the full stop after
, insert another comma after
and yet another one after
µ , and then put a full stop after
.
is,
of course, the interrogative. Bernadette Lagarde, ‘Le «De Differentiis» de Pléthon
d’après l’autographe de la Marcienne’, Byzantion, 43 (1973), 312–43.
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usually explained.11 As a result, if we try to use the medieval punctuation for the sort of purpose for which modern punctuation is used,
we would seem to run into a fundamental, systematic difficulty, for the
translation of pause lengths into syntactic relations is far from unambiguously determined. (To be sure, the direct translation of
punctuation marks into syntactic relations is not unambiguously
determined either, but at least the scope for ambiguity is considerably
reduced.)
In addition, there are non-systematic difficulties. One is that it still
seems to be far from clear what the medieval conventions were for
interpreting the various punctuation marks. Counting the apostrophe,
the coronis and the diastole as diacritics rather than punctuation, and
leaving aside also blank space as well as more unusual items such as
quotation marks, manuscripts from the Late Byzantine era usually
display five or six different punctuation marks: comma; low dot;
middle dot (the latter two are often difficult to distinguish); high dot;
semicolon (rarely if ever used as a question mark); and double dot.
Grammarians from the Late Byzantine era make little or no effort to
elucidate contemporary practice, usually restricting themselves to
explaining the three-dot system found in Dionysius Thrax or, in the
case of Joseph Rhakendytes (Synopsis artis rhetoricae, 17),12 the eightdot system invented by Nicanor.13
As in the case of diacritics, the champions of Byzantine usage claim
that we know a lot more about the use of these marks today than they
did in Krumbacher’s time. But even Reinsch admits that some manuscripts (his example is Paris, Bibliothèque nationale de France, Ancien
11 For a representative statement, see Concise Oxford Companion to the English
Language, ed. by T. McArthur (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998), p. 477.
12 In Rhetores Graeci, ed. by C. Walz (Stuttgart and Tübingen: J. G. Cotta,
1834), III, pp. 564 –565.
13 George Gemistos Plethon provides the information that the next punctuation mark after a low dot is always a high dot, but after a middle dot it is always
either a low dot or another middle dot (Opusc. gramm., in Marina Scialuga,
‘Un’inedita grammatica greca alle soglie dell’età moderna: il
di
Giorgio Gemisto Pletone’, Atti della Accademia delle Scienze di Torino. Classe di
scienze morali, storiche e filologiche, 129 (1995), 18.3–5). Thus a middle dot
cannot be immediately followed by a high dot, nor a low dot by a low or a
middle dot. Plethon does not explain the rationale.
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fonds grec, 1712) display marks to which he does not know what value
to ascribe; and he fails in his 2008 article to make any distinction in
sense between the low dot and the middle dot (which are both used
‘mainly to separate parallel phrasemes’).14 Yet presumably the different
marks have been introduced in order to denote different things.
One reason why no one, perhaps not even Reinsch, seems to have a
completely secure grasp of the medieval conventions may be that these
were fairly unstable. The grammarians’ definitions were vague and at
least potentially inconsistent: Dionysius Thrax, for instance, gives
semantic definitions of the high dot and the low dot, the former being
a mark for a complete thought, the latter for an incomplete thought
(which seems to suggest that either a high or a low dot is in order
between any random pair of words), but he gives a prosodic definition
of the middle dot, which is used, he says, for breathing space. At the
same time, however, he asserts that the high and the low dot differ
with respect to time.15 The scholiasts are more specific: four time units
for a high dot, one unit for a middle dot, a half unit for a low dot
(Scholia Marciana, 314.4 – 5 et alibi). The absolute length of the time
unit is apparently unknown, as is the reason why this particular length
was chosen and not for instance the length of the pause denoted by the
low dot.
In the light of this it seems reasonable to assume that different
scribes in different times and places had somewhat different ideas as to
what length of time for instance a comma was supposed to denote.
This can in turn be one reason why different scribes punctuated the
same text in different ways. Reinsch and other champions of Byzantine usage sometimes say that practice differs less than is usually
supposed: the system, according to them, is one and the same from the
tenth century onwards.16 Obviously, I would not dream of challenging
Reinsch, ‘Stixis und Hören’, pp. 260–262; 267.
Ϲ µ
ϲ
ϲ
, µ ϲ ,
ϲ µ . †
µ
ϲ µ ϲ
ϲ
ϲµ ϲ ϲ µ
, µ ϲ
ϲ µ
µ ϲ
µ
µ
,
ϲ µ
ϲ µ
ϲµ ϲ
’
ϲ ϲ ϲ µ
.
ϲ µ
ϲ µ ϲ
µ
ϲ µ
ϲ µ ,
ϲ µ
ϲ
, Dionysius
Thrax, Ars Grammatica, in Grammatici Graeci, ed. by G. Uhlig (Leipzig:
Teubner, 1883), 1.1, pp. 7–8.
16 Reinsch, ‘Stixis und Hören’, pp. 260–261.
14

15
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the view of such experienced editors, but let me say at least that my
anecdotal experience is different. I have printed in an appendix a more
or less randomly chosen specimen from a text I am in the process of
editing, Theodore Metochites’ Commentary on Aristotle’s De anima,
composed c. 1320. The three manuscripts whose punctuation is shown
are all from the first half of the fourteenth century: P (Paris, Bibliothèque nationale de France, Ancien fonds grec, 1866) is a descendant
of V (Vatican City, Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana, graecus, 303),
probably a direct apograph; M (Venice, Biblioteca Nazionale
Marciana, graecus, Z 239, coll. 911) is probably a descendant of V, at
two removes. It will immediately be seen that the punctuation as well
as the diacritics vary rather significantly. Yet I have not even made an
effort to distinguish between high and middle dots.
Such variation will obviously cause a further problem for editors,
who may have to choose between the different systems (in so far as it
is accurate to speak of systems) employed in the manuscripts on which
they base their text. It is also, I think, unless my material is completely
unrepresentative, a clear indication that even medieval scribes did not
regard punctuation as part of the text, which they took such care to
copy as faithfully as possible (note that in the passage in the appendix
M deviates from V twice and P never regarding substantials, but when
it comes to punctuation M differs from V approximately two dozen
times and P about a half a dozen times). They regarded it, I suppose, as
an aid to the reading aloud (or the understanding) of the text, which
the scribe himself was expected to provide to the best of his ability.
And this must undoubtedly have been a circumstance of which medieval authors were aware; accordingly, they can hardly have nurtured
any hopes or expectations that their own punctuation practice would
be perpetuated through the manuscript tradition.
Some examples of the variable practices of a Late Byzantine philosophical author are furnished in the following samples from Oikonomakos’ s edition of Pachymeres’ Philosophia 11, for which we are in
the fortunate position of having two autographs for stretches of the
text (B = Berol. Ham. 512, wholly autograph, and P = BnF, gr. 1930,
autograph in all the passages quoted):17

17

Pachymeres, Philosophia 11, p. 62*.
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µ

’
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. P201v

)
.
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,
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’
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.
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’
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,

,
,
’
. P202v
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To conclude, my view is that the punctuation of medieval Greek
manuscripts will usually be more of a hindrance than a help to the
contemporary reader, unless the latter happens to belong to the small
group of people with a special interest in medieval Greek punctuation.
Now, this group of people could be expected to have both the ability
and the opportunity to turn to the manuscripts themselves, not least in
our time, when an increasing number of manuscript collections are
being digitized and made accessible on the Internet. Since at least in
the case of philosophical texts only a small minority of prospective
readers are likely to belong to this group of people, I cannot see any
reason why any special requirements this group of people may have
should be allowed to determine or influence editorial policy regarding
the punctuation of these texts.
As far as I can see, punctuation was also considered by the medieval
scribes and authors as an aid to using the text rather than as part of it.
And that is of course how it has always been treated by classical
scholars, who would never dream of editing Plato and Aristotle without any punctuation or diacritics, in spite of the fact that this was
undoubtedly the authors’ own practice.18 Therefore it is not surprising
that relatively few editors so far have actually taken the step of
reproducing the punctuation of the manuscripts even in those cases in
which their editions are based on autographs. Not even Reinsch and
18 Not to mention editing Aeschylus, Sophocles or Euripides with the original
old Attic orthography.
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Kambylis reproduce the punctuation of the best manuscript in their
edition of Anna Komnena, although Reinsch has subsequently
expressed his regret at this.19 More Byzantine punctuation is to be
expected; let us hope that those readers who have no interest in it will
be spared.

19

Reinsch, ‘Stixis und Hören’, p. 266.
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Appendix: Theodoros Metochites, In Aristotelis De anima, 1.4
(407b27–32)
Probable stemmatic relations between V, P and M

(1) Semi-diplomatic transcription of V (123r)
µ ,

µ
µ

µ ,
,

,
µ
µ

µ

.µ

,
µ

µ

µ
µ

µ

µ
,

µ
µ

µ
µ

µ ,

µ
µ

,

,

,
,

,

µ , µ
;

µ
µ
µ

µ
,

µ
µ

µ ,µ
µ

µ
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,
(2) Semi-diplomatic transcription of M (227r–v)
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µ
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µ
µ

µ
µ

µ

µ

µ
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µ
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µ
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µ
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(3) Semi-diplomatic transcription of P (132v)
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µ
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(4) Diacritics and punctuation normalized
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