
Theses 

 

The early modern commentaries, as a part of the commentary genre based on the 

ancient traditions, are continuous with the ancient commentary genre and respectively with 

the medieval one in terms of both structure and content. The commentaries of the 15th and 

16th centuries both maintain the continuity and have their own peculiarities (the 

kaleidoscopic feature and the encyclopedic practice in close connection between each other).  

The principal aim of the early modern commentaries used for the propagation of knowledge 

in comprehensive and systematic manner was the transmission of the linguistic and stylistic 

knowledge about the Latin language and the background information (history, geography, 

ethnography etc.) about the antiquity, and in the second place the general intention for the 

transmission of knowledge. 

The essential character of the methodical practice used in the commentaries was the 

connection of the citations collected from the Latin texts and the completion of the data 

communicated by the lemmas of the commented text. In this respect, there are many 

divergences between the commentaries, since the commentators adapted to the preparation 

and to the knowledge level of the students and published their interpretations of the singular 

texts in oral or written form. The kaleidoscopic feature was further strengthened by the 

peculiar early modern commentary genre which was connected to the educational institute: 

the commentaries written for the same work of an ancient or contemporary author could 

have completely different methodological aims. The usage of standard commentaries was 

not the main characteristic of this period; the personal creativity played a great role in the 

interpretation of the ancient texts.  

The determinant role of the ancient text corpus and its use in the rhetorical curriculum 

made it necessary to amplify the background information about the antiquity in the cause of 

the interpretation of the texts in the correct way. So, the commentaries were the instruments 

to communicate the information, and the publication of the commentaries on authors not 

interpreted before was acting as an impulse on the humanists to publish explanations on other 

new, not yet interpreted authors.   

One of the methods that was used to bring together the ancient phenomena and the 

early modern mentality was the conveyance of the personal experiences adapted by the 

Italian, French and the German humanist commentaries. The personal point of views of the 

humanists who were living in different regions were only another methodological element 

that strengthened kaleidoscopic feature of the early modern commentary genre: the personal 



experiences were different with every commentator and they showed also the elements of 

their personal connection network and the geographical territory familiar to them (the Italian 

Filippo Beroaldo published a completely different personal experience than Vadian who 

lived in the central and eastern European space).  

 

I. 

 

In the geo-historiographic commentary genre, the application of the comprehensive 

encyclopedic methods was not present in every case. The commentaries publishing the 

explanations of the ancient historiographic and geographical works were in close connection 

between each other, while the historical and the geographical texts were used on both sides 

for the interpretations of both the historiographic data of the geographical texts, and the 

geographical data of the historical texts. Especially for this reason, these works were given a 

new genre name: the geo-historiographic commentary, which reached significant results in 

the German language area and shows the importance of the teaching of the rhetorical 

background information for the German humanism.   

The commentaries written to the geographical texts were works about the genre of the 

regional geography characterized by the imitation of the models of the ancient regional 

geography (imitatio) and by the encyclopaedism which constituted an independent subgenre 

inside the contemporary geographical literature. The common points of the geo-

historiographic commentaries and the regional geographical works were the transmission of 

knowledge about antiquity, the actualization of the ancient knowledge, the communication of 

the personal experiences, and finally the use of the dates of ancient and medieval 

encyclopedias, historiographic, geographical works to the contemporary political aims. 

Nuremberg and Vienna were the two centers of the German geo-historiographical literature 

in the first decades of the 16th century. De situ orbis was worked on for the first time in the 

scientific centers of these two cities in the German-speaking area and the first work 

paraphrasing or analyzing its text was also published.  

 

The De situ orbis was a part of teaching rhetoric in some areas (for example in France), 

but standard commentaries on its text were not published. In the medieval French Mela-

reception individual solutions were used for the explanation of the text that was not recorded 

in written form. Although we do not have data that proves it, based on the fact that the French 

reception in the 16
th

 century used the gloss commentaries and focused on the transmission of 



geographical knowledge, it could be possible that the medieval commentators used similar 

methods in the transmission of knowledge.  

In the German Mela-reception the commentators could not rely on the previous 

methodology of practice - they followed the medieval commentary form which was 

established in the 12
th

 century; these were used to transmit the comprehensive encyclopedic 

knowledge; finally, there were commentaries that cannot be included in neither of the 

previous categories. 

 

Based on its author, the commented text, the historical period and the commentary 

form, Vadian’s Mela commentary stands out from the contemporary commentary genre. The 

personal character of the commentary derives from the geographical interests of its author 

which per his personal statement characterized him from his early years in Sankt Gallen: in 

the Catechesis in geographiam he talks about a geographical question about antiquity and 

how he found the answer to it by studying the ancient geographical works. Regarding the 

Vadian’s life work the commentary of the geographical text can be considered as the 

synthesis of the use of the geographical knowledge for practical purposes from the beginning 

of the 1510s, as a manual for the teaching of rhetoric, based on the text of the De situ orbis 

which was also meant to be a general educational work not only for students.
1
  

During the Sankt Gallen period of his life, Vadian did not publish any new 

commentaries on ancient geographical texts as until the 1530s he considered correction of 

the Mela-commentary his most important task; after this period, he focused instead on the 

writing of his own geographical and historiographical writings. At the same time, applying 

geographical knowledge played an important role in his work even before he had written the 

Mela-commentary. The usage of the lexical elements of the ancient geographical and 

historiographic writings can already be noticed in Vadian’s commendatory poems from the 

thin booklets published between 1510 and 1518. 

During the lecture on the text of the De situ orbis Vadian followed those Italian 

models which chose a shorter text, not provided previously with a comprehensive 

encyclopedic commentary. We have no data about the methods that were followed during 

this lecture but it can be supposed that in the before the publication of the commentary 

Vadian expanded his explanations with new data (for example he wrote about some events 

occurred between the lecture in 1513/1514 and the publishing of the commentary in 1518). 
                                                           
1 In one of the scholia of the commentary Vadian mentions that Konrad Celtis is the reason of his interests in geography. 

However, based on the publishing from Vienna between 1500 and 1520 that Johannes Camers was who used ancient 

geographical works in teaching rhetoric, and from that on it got more popular in practice. 



The individual structure and form of the commentary lead the readers to the fact, that the 

lecture on the De situ orbis was for students who already had a higher level of Latin 

knowledge and the lecture on the geographical text in the scholastic educational system was 

in disputatio magistri - a lecture explaining the basic concepts of the discipline and aiming 

to secure the necessary background information for the teaching of rhetoric.   

After 1530, Vadian’s methods started to gradually lose their importance; the 

transmission of the geographic and historiographical data became more imperative while the 

aim for the transmission of the comprehensive encyclopedic knowledge became less and 

less. The commentaries of Petrus Johannes Olivarius, Sebastian Münster, and Johannes 

Oporinus show each phase of this process, which ends with the commentary of Guilielmus 

Soonus showing the ancient and contemporary geographical notions separated. Thus, 

Vadian’s work represents the period when the methodical aims to transmit geographical 

knowledge had not been set yet. Thus, the commentator, in search of the adequate method, 

used the encyclopedic one which did not prove to be efficient in the following years.   

Between 1500 and 1520 many issues were published in Vienna, among them were thin 

academic booklets, volumes containing a collection of texts, and explanation of texts. Inside 

these works were the Viennese humanist commentaries that include works published in 

Vienna by local authors, that apply transmission of knowledge and expansion of the 

encyclopedic texts. In the 15th century, while studying their works in Vienna in rhetoric, the 

geographical authors (Dionysios Periégétés, Pomponius Mela) became more and more 

recognized outside Italy as well. The commentaries that recorded the results of the lectures 

were written based on the quotations and references taken from the antic texts before 1517 as 

well, but they did not adopt the method of the comprehensive transmission of the 

encyclopedic knowledge.   

 The method determining the printed form-explanation of the De situ orbis, based on 

the model applied by Filippo Beroaldo, was a new phenomenon considering the Viennese 

humanist commentaries and compared to the prior events. It also did not have any 

predecessors in the Viennese humanist literature (this could be a reason that the method 

adopted by Vadian did not bear great success). The moralizing historiographic mindset so 

specific of the medieval era and the transmission of historical exempla (meaning the 

highlighting of the important data for the readers and the continuity by traditional methods) 

mean the conservativism and the pursuit for innovation are simultaneously present. The 

notions of regional geography and natural sciences and the anecdotes can be considered as a 

common feature of the Viennese humanist commentary genre, based on the general 



methodological characteristic of the early modern Europen literature. In the beginning the 

didactic poem of Periégétés was used for the teaching of rhetorical background information 

(which included also the elements of the contemporary geographical knowledge) in the 

Viennese academic curriculum. The direct antecedent of the Mela-commentary was the 

commentary of Johannes Camers on Dionysios Periégétés which among the Viennese 

humanist commentaries used the frame-explanation in the margins of the folio for the first 

time but does not follow the encyclopedic methods that focus on the geographical and 

historiographic data.  

The main characteristics of Vadian’s commentary show the organic development of the 

Viennese humanist commentary genre: beside the moralizing historiographic thinking and the 

actualization of the geographical knowledge his work is the first result of the comprehensive 

encyclopedic commentary genre of the Viennese humanist literature, and sets a model for the 

commentaries using similar methods and later, for the independent geographical work of 

Vadian, the Epitome trium terrae partium. Due to the other elements of the side text aiming 

for the further explanation of the De situ orbis this publication can be considered as one of 

most excellent results of the early modern Mela-reception and of the pursuits of the Viennese 

humanist philology and science. In the contemporary Italian and French commentaries the 

rich side text cannot be considered as an extraordinary feature however, the Viennese 

humanist commentary genre was able to connect a source of information constituted by more 

rhetorical and didactical elements aiming to the transmission of knowledge only in one case 

(based on the commendatory poem and of the commendatory letter one can suppose that the 

members of the Thurzó family and the Benedictine abbot of Sankt Gallen provided the 

financial and the moral support of this project). 

The methods of the treatment of the sources were defined by the conservativism. The 

use of the catena technique shows the following of the medieval commentary methods 

however, the application of this type of the comprehensive encyclopedic view can be 

interpreted as the characteristic of the early modern commentary genre. Therefore, the Mela 

commentary concerning the methods of treatment of the sources is a transitory work between 

the medieval and the early modern commentary genre. The main idea of the method of the 

treatment of the sources was the amplificatio that could point both to the ancient, medieval, 

and contemporary authors and their work. In the process of their adaptation the most 

important methodological principles were the transmission of the factual knowledge on the 

antiquity. In the part of the side text preceding the commentary we can find the principles 

regarding the sources adapted in course of the discussion of the various geographical 



disciplines: the groups of the authors belonging to the ancient literary genres are used to the 

transmission of knowledge about these subgenres. The most important objective of the 

transmission of knowledge is to communicate data that emphasize the differences of the 

singular areas (varietas). The practice of treating sources was determined using data to the 

aim of the comprehensive encyclopedic transmission of knowledge. The author of the 

commentary got the most of the information from the sources used widely (Plinius, 

Ptolemaios, Strabo) and extended them with the data taken from the texts of authors that were 

less popular. Varietas in the practice of treating sources simply meant that the basis of 

commentaries was next to a suitable text that completed, supported, or confuted the 

statements of the basic texts.  

The application of the sources in form of citations and allusions materialized in the 

traditional framework of the medieval and early modern commentary genre which shows the 

conservativism of the Viennese humanist works (in the background of the phenomenon was 

the approach influenced both by scholasticism and by humanism that determined the Central-

European scientific life and aspired to the transformation of the commentary genre by the 

small alterations).  

 

II. 

 

The adaptation of the ancient, medieval, and contemporary works in the commentary 

was determined by the simultaneous presence of the comprehensive encyclopedic 

transmission of knowledge and of the intentions to the transmission of the historiographic 

and geographical knowledge. The transmission of geographical and historiographic 

knowledge is the fact of the treatment of the sources, but some texts are used by the 

commentary to transmit knowledge of other scientific fields (in the case of humanist authors 

the source is not always the written text but the empirical experience).   

The method of the copia, as a base for the amplificatio, appears fundamentally in two 

forms: the copia verborum referring to the abundance of words, and the copia rerum 

referring to the abundance of things hang strictly together in the practice of the treatment of 

the sources. The geographical, historiographic and other scientific or literary texts and the 

citations taken from them show the elements of Latin language knowledge and the data 

regarding the Antiquity. As the methodological purposes of the lecture on the De situ orbis 

go, using the sources the determining method was the application of the excerpts collected 

from the original texts, and not the transmission of the notions of grammar or the increase of 



vocabulary, which were the basics of teaching Latin. The structure of the sources of the 

Mela-commentary refers to the fact that in the Viennese practice of rhetoric’s teaching, which 

used the Doctrinale of Alexandre de Villedieu and the didactic poem of Guarino Veronese 

based on a medieval grammar book, a certain number of requests were seen regarding 

implement a high fall in terms of quality and of quantity from some magisters, but these 

could reach only a partial result in the regard of the familiarization with the ancient literary 

models and of their practical usage.  Only the small part of the works of the authors cited in 

the commentary were published at Vienna as a thin booklet or as other type of printing, so the 

students could have knowledge of many authors only from the teachers’ explanations.  

In the beginning of the 16
th

 century rhetoric teaching at the Viennese university the 

commentary could be viewed in the respect of the treatment of the sources as a work that 

provides a various and colorful image on the ancient, medieval, and contemporary literary 

results and emerges from the contemporary methodological solutions. Like the commentaries 

of Filippo Beroaldo, it offered a high level of linguistic and grammatical information on the 

Latin language. The treatment of the sources based on the method of the varietas determines 

also the rhetorical elements of the commentary (stylistic reflections, the adaptation of the 

moralistic transmission of knowledge, the usage of the poems as geographical source, the 

presentation of the ancient mythological space). Regarding the sources offering a 

comprehensive encyclopedic knowledge transmission, the classification of the auctoritas is 

done by the stylistic reflections about the highlighted authors. The positive, negative, and 

neutral stylistic categories are attentive to the viewpoint of the transmission of the 

comprehensive encyclopedic knowledge when talking about certain authors. 

The citations taken from the historiographical work mark one of the groups among the 

rhetorical elements of the commentary which based on the stylistic reflections established a 

thematic collection of exempla; it is a tool for commentary readers to use in their own works. 

The royal propaganda plays an important tole among the ancient topoi but we can also find 

some other examples regarding other classes of the society. The third rhetorical element, the 

data taken from the ancient poetry establishes a collection of citations – similar to the 

moralizing historiographical exempla – based on the highlighted data from geographical 

works, which was the other fundamental source in the Viennese rhetorical teachings to write 

of the individual Latin language works. The fourth rhetorical element is the mythological 

notions, do not that appear in the commentary as exempla, but as their role as background 

information, forming a mythological space based on the loci mnemonic, they are a 

fundamental part of imperial legitimations.  



The methodological practice of the copia rerum joined by the transmission of exoticism 

(mirabilia) has a peculiar rule in the explanation of the chapter on the ancient Egypt 

determined by the influence of the platonic and hermetic tradition and by the 

historiographical and encyclopedic pursuits to the transmission of the realistic data. The 

following and leaving of the ancient traditions and are determined by the intention to present 

the ancient Egypt as a highlighted element of the locus mnemonics system and as a territorial 

unity of the timeless ancient space determined by exotic phenomena (one could discover the 

effect of translatio imperii thinking which was a strong feature in the medieval 

historiographical thinking and which emphasizes the conservative element of the 

commentary’s historiographical thought). Regarding the usage of the Latin language, the 

commentary adapts the eclectic methodical practice used by the Italian and French humanists 

(for example Guillaume Budé and Filippo Beroaldo) and was close to the early modern 

encyclopedic vocabulary genre.   

The careful use of Latin neologism and the pursuits to highlight the use of the ancient 

vocabulary were related to the practice of the copia; this meant the systematic transmission of 

lexical elements and the information on the antiquity in connection between each other. The 

transmission of the lexical information is determined by the vocabulary from the works of 

golden and silver age authors, in which the Naturalis historia (and the Strabo-translation 

from the 15
th

 century) plays a fundamental role while some late ancient works (for example 

Solinus’ compilation of the Naturalis historia and the Historia Augusta) have a great impact 

as well.  Regarding the neologisms, the commentary accepted only the partial modification of 

the ancient vocabulary (for example the ancient Christian terminology partially of Greek 

origin, or rather the Latin expressions of the astronomical terms coming from the medieval 

Aristotle-translations). The extension of the early modern Latin scientific terminology was 

carried out through the commentary’s transmission of knowledge. Through the different 

categories of the varietas-concept, Vadian would have like to provide not only the 

geographical terminology but the readers of the commentary not just the geographical 

terminology, but also the cosmological, historiographical, ethnographic ones and the 

terminology about the various disciplines of natural sciences.  

These pursuits established the comprehensive encyclopedic method, which Vadian 

defined as varietas based on the early modern rhetorical practice. One of the interpretations 

of the varietas, which was connected to the practice of the amplificatio, is the general feature 

of the treatment of the sources, while the other one, the varietas rerum, used by the Italian 

humanism, was decisive in the commentary’s method of transmission of the knowledge. The 



other aim of the varietas that was connected to the geographical and other scientific fields, 

was the self-representation.  

The aim of the geographical knowledge’s transmission was the creation of the 

ideologically based continuity with the ancient world which made the contemporary readers 

able to get a detailed picture about the ancient world thought as the mental space constructed 

by the network or the loci mnemonici. The concept of the locus mnemonics appeared in the 

commentary in various structures based on the transmission of knowledge about the regional 

geography. Beside these highlighted regions presented by following the encyclopedic 

method, there were other regions discussed in a smaller range that were presented based on 

the transmission of geographical and historiographical data.  

 

III. 

 

The extension and actualization of the ancient geographical knowledge and the 

divergences between the strategies of the transmission of knowledge represent certain 

methodological points of view of teaching rhetoric. The reason of the highlighting the 

knowledge about the ancient world was the ideological aspects as the historiographical 

works, poems, and rhetorical speeches had to use elements showing continuity with the 

antiquity. The certain presentations of the varietas’ concept, that determined the worldview 

of the commentary, could primarily manifest in this framework.  

During the actualization of ancient knowledge and phenomena, following the 

methodological principles of the Italian commentaries (mainly the works of Filippo 

Beroaldo) -but with a different aim – tried to define the ancient phenomena with the help of 

contemporary examples with a strong relation to the self-representation (present also in 

Beroaldo’ commentaries). The legitimizing and continuity-making function of the antiquity is 

present throughout the whole commentary but receives an important role in the presentation 

of the eastern-European territories. The differences between the strategies of knowledge’s 

transmission are highlighted in the commentary sections about the connection between fabula 

and ratio, where the previous concept means the approval and rational explanation of the 

exotic phenomena, sometimes with the use of the actualization as well. These aspects defined 

the worldview of the commentary as well because they separated the central territory 

dominated by the ratio from the periphery dominated by the fabula. The world of the animals 

and plants was connected to this as a part of the terrarum varietas concept. During the 

presentations of zoological and botanical information the methodology practice of the fabula 



played an important role with the aim to reinforce the role of the comprehensive 

encyclopedism (in the discussion of zoological information self-representation appears again 

through individual experiences). The further element of the comprehensive encyclopedic 

knowledge transmission, the concept of the gentium varietas provided moral background by 

the transmission of the historiographical and ethnographical notions for the fictitious ancient 

space constructed by the topics of regional geographical and natural sciences, and set up the 

points of view of the imperial propaganda, the actualization of the historiographical data and 

the ratio-fabula opposition.  


