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Reading De vita Moysi*

In 2010, I was given the opportunity to spend a semester as an Erasmus student 
in Bologna. During this period, I could prepare research on a manuscript that 
is now kept in the university library and contains the work De vita Moysi by 
Gregory of Nyssa in a Latin translation by George of Trebizond. This manu-
script which my BA thesis dealt with was once the propriety of Péter Váradi, 
a Hungarian archbishop living in the 15th century. Since 2011, I have been 
able to describe the basic features of the codex and draw conclusions on its 
provenience with the help of Professor Edit Madas, and the librarians at the 
University Library of Bologna, Rita De Tata and Laura Miani. The conclusions 
are as following: from the possessor’s note, it is certain that Váradi finished 
reading it in 1495 in Bács, and after being kept in his library, it was taken 
to Italy around the 16th century. As a note in the book suggests (Monasterii 
S Salvatoris Bononiensis), it became propriety of the chiesa di San Salvatore in 
Bologna and then the library of the university. During the Napoleonic wars, it 
was taken to Paris as the propriety of the French National Library (that is why 
we can see the stamp of the Bibliothéque Nationale on the 1r and 100r), but after 
the intervention of the pope, it was taken back to the Biblioteca Universitaria 
di Bologna where it can be found today – the stamp of the university library 
is also on 1r. 

As for the physical features of the book, the handwriting of the main text is 
a usual humanist one; however, we cannot identify the scribe. What makes this 
manuscript special is (besides the Hungarian proprietor) the unusual order of 
some page numbers and the number of marginals next to the main text. So far 
I have discussed the mystery that lies behind the re-ordering of page numbers 
and how we could reconstruct the order of some fascicles. My conclusions 
were also presented a year ago here, in Eötvös Collegium. Now, taking part 
in a research project led by Professor László Horváth and sponsored by the 
Hungarian Research Fund, I have the opportunity to transcribe and analyse 
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the marginals written by Péter Váradi. As I have just started working on them, 
I wish to provide insight into the early phase of these investigations in which 
I am supported by Professor Edit Madas, and I also wish to raise questions 
based on what we already know about the marginals. 

Firstly, it is important to mention factors that impede this work. The fact that 
the manuscript had been re-bound poses many difficulties in this work since 
the ends of some lines in the marginal notes are missing, as it can be seen on 
26r or hardly legible as it is observable on 37v, for instance. Another difficulty 
is imposed on us by the amount of the transcribed material. Since many of the 
notes can have intertextual references, detecting the textual relations properly 
may also take much effort later on.

We can state, however, that from the 200 pages of the book, there are only 33 
that do not contain any notes, which adds up to 16.5% of the codex. Therefore, 
83.5% of the pages provide us with ample information about the reading habits 
of Váradi and the orthographical traditions he might have followed. From the 
data we can see that there are three main categories that the notes fall into: 
some facilitate navigation within the text, some are quotations from the text, 
and there are also comments to the main text by Váradi himself. 

The first type of marginals, as we can see on 2r, helps the reader navi-
gate within the text. Here, we can see that when a new name (Josue, Judit, 
Ester, Miltiades, Themistocles, Cimon, Camillus, Fabius Maximus and Scipio 
Affricanus) is mentioned in the main text, Váradi writes it on the margin.  We 
can also see here that he does not necessarily follow the orthography of the 
main text as, for example, he adds an extra f to the name Scipio Affricanus, 
which will be important when we get to orthography. As for new aspects of 
facts in the story, he writes also these on the margin when they appear in the 
text as it can be seen on 13r:

Mare (vir)ga p(er)cussu(m)
in p(ri)stinu(m) statu(m) reducit(ur)1

This type of notes might substitute the table of contents here, which was not 
applied in 15th –century manuscripts, although we can find efforts of this kind 
even in Naturalis Historia by Pliny the Elder.2 Considering the function of 
tables of contents in general, we can say that Váradi might have felt the need 
for articulation points. This can easily mean that he wanted to re-read the 

1 “The sea, hit with the rod, recedes to its earlier state.”
2 cf. Book 1.
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book or look up some pieces of information in it later. Considering the fact 
that in these times, books in representative libraries of the king or the clergy 
were not all used but rather a sign of power and literacy, it is a crucial fact to 
be noted here that Váradi actually used his books. 

The second type of marginals is that of the quotations. These are sometimes 
exactly the same or re-phrased, but almost the same citations as in the main 
text. A great example of writing a citation on the margin is that on the 28r: 

Dominu(m) p(ro)p(ter) nos pe(cca)tu(m)
factu(m) ap(os)t(ol)ic(us) sermo
testat(ur)
“The apostolican speech confirms that the Lord commited a sin because of us”

In other places, like on 42r, however, we can find re-phrased quotations, which 
means that Váradi uses the same phrases, but in a different order:

Vide q(uam) sit difficile 
ingressu(m) p(er)cussore( m) 
eycere3

Although citations like these may be of little interest for a classical philologist 
at first, the cognitive effort behind note-taking can raise many questions in 
this case. Psychologists (Piolat and his fellows) confirm that note-taking (and 
quoting) is a complex process when both reading and writing is involved; 
therefore, re-phrasing the quotations from the main text requires even higher 
levels of cognitive effort. Besides this in-between state (that is, between reading 
and writing), some factors suggest that the reading part of the whole process 
was not a silent one. Having a look at the orthography of some words, as I have 
already suggested in my talk, we can see that Váradi deviates from that of the 
main text and this might happen due to reading out loudly. An example was 
provided at the beginning of my presentation by referring to the name Scipio 
Affricanus on the 2r. Another great example can be provided here from the 51v: 
here, instead of mollitiem, Váradi writes the word with the letter c— molliciem. 
We can find the same difference on the 65v, where he replaces propitiatorium 
with propiciatorium – here with the letter c again. As the forms written on the 
margin reflect the Erasmian pronunciation of these words, this can indicate 
Váradi’s taking notes while reading the passage out loudly to himself or to 
others, as Professor Gastgeber has suggested.

3 “See how difficult it is to expel a killer who has already entered [our circle]”
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It is for certain that silent reading became common only by the 17th century, 
as Katalin Neumer discusses it in one of her writings.4 Before that, as János 
Benczik states, following in the footsteps of the Hungarian classical philolo-
gist József Balogh,5 certain factors did not facilitate silent reading to replace 
reading out loud. Although nowadays orthography is standardized, literacy 
is widespread and there are many books available for the literate, reading is 
not completely silent either. Gillian Cohen confirms6 this notion by citing 
Hardick and Petrinovich: in an experiment, they measured electricity in speech 
muscles while silent reading, which means that they might be working during 
this process. As a result, we may suggest that a certain amount of subvocaliza-
tion or muttering might have taken place while Váradi was reading, and this 
might have caused the orthographical deviations. This notion might also be 
supported by the fact that scribes must have copied manuscripts while reading 
the text out loud as we can see in the brief summary of the process written by 
Wattenbach: “tres digiti scribunt, duo oculi vident. Una lingua loquitur, totum 
corpus laborat” – “three fingers write, two eyes see [the text], one tongue pro-
nounces [it], the whole body is working”. To understand this, we should also 
consider that, according to József Balogh, nowadays, if someone recites a text, 
he can hardly understand it without re-reading passages silently, whereas in 
earlier times reading out loud meant understanding a text. 

Another circumstance to be considered here is that of the signs drawn by 
Váradi in red ink at the end of clauses or smaller units. As I discussed in my 
BA thesis, and Professor Gastgeber confirmed later, signs at the end of clauses 
also support the idea of Váradi’s reading out the text loudly. As it is observable 
on 39v, Váradi indicates pauses at the end of clauses and thus adds punctua-
tion to the text.

Getting back to categories within the marginals: so far we have covered the 
navigating ones and quotations, and now we can add a third type which is, 
perhaps, the most interesting for philologists as these contain Váradi’s own 
comments to the text. In some cases, we can find quotations from works other 
than the De vita Moysi in these comments (Pope Leo, Ovid or The Bible). 
Váradi cites Saint Leo the Great on 7r, where he writes

4 Neumer, K., Vasa lecta et pretiosa. A 17–20. századi szóbeliség-kutatások és Balogh József 
a hangos olvasásról. In Nyíri, K. (ed.), Túl az iskolafilozófián. A 21. század bölcseleti élménye. 
Budapest 2005. 168–190. 

5 Benczik, V.,  Nyelv, írás, irodalom kommunikációelméleti megközelítésben. Budapest 2001.
6 Cohen, G., The Psychology of Reading. In: New Literary History 4 (1972) 75–90.
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Similis est beati Leonis summa in sermone de Quadragesima, in qua dicit: 
Unusquisque ab his in que pervenit, ad ea, que nondum pervenit, summo 
studio contendat.7

These marginals add to our information available concerning Váradi’s reading 
habits. We already know about 6 books that belonged to his library, and books 
that he refers to in notes to De vita Moysi might supplement this ‘reading list’. 
We can state that he must have read Pope Leo and the Metamorphoses by 
Ovid and other entries may also add to the list after having transcribed all 
the marginals.

To sum up, as I have already mentioned, these assumptions are rather like 
notes to the notes as they report on an early phase of research, but we still can 
draw some conclusions at this point. It is for certain that Váradi made notes 
to the main text so that he could use the book after having read it. This no-
tion might also be confirmed by the fact the he tried to provide a very simple 
way of navigation in the text. Furthermore, it is also highly probable that he 
wanted to use exact quotations from the man text as he wrote some of them 
on the margin next to the original lines. However, after transcribing all the 
marginal notes, there are still two interesting directions that their contents 
lead us into. The first interesting dichotomy is that of reading and writing at 
the same time. Analysis of marginals and the differences between the main 
text and re-phrased notes can help us understand how Váradi read. On the 
other hand, reading the marginals and following the textual relations can help 
us what the archbishop read. To continue our investigation, it is important 
(1) to transcribe all the marginal notes of the manuscript; and (2) to analyse 
them according to set criteria, that is, to look for citations from other works. 
Only then can we draw final conclusions on the questions of ‘reading (or re-
reading) De vita Moysi’.

7 Leo the Blessed’s speech on Quadragesima is similar, in which he says: every person should 
hurry with great efforts from those things that he has already arrived to, to those that he has 
not reached yet.




