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The Western Public 
and Its Language

L ector, opes nostrae; qnem  cum  m ihi R om a  
dedisset,

“ N il  tib i quod dem us maius h a b e m u s a it .  

(Reader, you  are m y riches; when Rom e 
had given you  to me, she said: “W e  have 
nothing o f greater w orth  that w e could 
give you .” )

M artial, E p ig r. 10.2.j f .



I

On e  d a y  at the games—so we are told by Pliny the Younger 
—Tacitus struck up a conversation on literature with a mem

ber of the equestrian order who was sitting next to him. After 
a time the knight asked: “Are you from Italy or one of the 
provinces?” Tacitus answered: “You know me by my writings.” 
Whereupon the knight: “Are you Tacitus or Pliny?” 1

In relating this anecdote, with which he was understandably de
lighted, Pliny quite unintentionally gives us certain information 

* about the literary public at the height of the empire. The two 
gentlemen did not know each other. Even before the first words 
were spoken, each must have gathered from the other’s dress and 
bearing and from the situation of their seats in the circus that he 
was addressing a member of the highest social class. From the first 
words Tacitus must have gained the impression that his neighbor 
was worth talking to; otherwise he would hardly have gone on 
with the conversation. The knight on the other hand was pre
sumably not a resident of Rome; if he had been, he would surely 
—especially in view of his interest in literature—have known the 
famous Tacitus at least by sight. But he was familiar with the 
writings of Tacitus and Pliny. Quite certainly he was aware that 
this was no ordinary man. He gave vent to his curiosity by ask
ing whether the other was from Italy or from one of the prov-

i. Epist. 9.23.2: [Tacitus] narrabat sedisse secum circensibus proximis equitem 
Romanum. hunc post varios eruditosque sermones requisisse: “ Italicus es an 
provincialis?” se respondisse: “Nosti me, et quidem ex studiis.” ad hoc ilium: 
“Tacitus es an Plinius?”
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238 Literary Language and Its Public

inces. Of course the question was a feeler, couched in such gen
eral terms only for reasons of discretioif. Even so, it cannot have 
been utterly meaningless. There must have been enough highly 
cultivated provincials to make it seem plausible that, quite by 
chance one might be sitting next to one of them at tl|f circus. 
And moreover, the speech of these cultivated provincials must 
have been such that it would be difficult or impossible to deter
mine their origin from their accent.

We have ample other evidence to the wide range of the lit
erary public after the republic. Horace, Propertius, and Ovid 2 al
ready boasted that their poems were known in the remotest parts 
of the earth. Horace also says, in a very down-to-earth passage,3 
that successful books crossed the seas. Martial’s books were to be 
had in Vienne,4 and Pliny’s could be purchased from a bookseller 
in Lyons.5 Juvenal, in his typical manner, compared the current 
ubiquity of culture with the simplicity of the old days:

. . . sed Cantaber unde 
stoicus cmtiqui praesertim aetate Metelli?
Nunc totus Graias nostrasque habet orbis Athenas,
Gallia causidicos docuit facunda Britannos, 
de conducendo loquitur iam rhetore Thule* .

But where, in the days of old Metellus, could you fincf a Cantabrian 
Stoic? Now the whole globe possesses Greek and Roman culture; 
eloquent Gaul has trained Britons as lawyers, and in Thule they 
already talk of engaging a professor of rhetoric.

The conversation at the circus outranks all the other evidence 
at our disposal, because the truth it contains for us is purely im
plicit. We see the two gentlemen, who "had never met, brought 
together by common social and literary interests; and behind them 
we see many others, who might have taken part in the same scene

2. Horace, Carrn. 2.20; Propertius 2.7; Ovid, Tristia 4.9.21 and 10.128.
3. Ars poetica 345.
4. Martial 7.88.
5. Pliny, Epist. 9.11. Nevertheless he is surprised that there are booksellers 

in Lyons.
6. Juvenal 15.108-112.
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or one like it: not millions, not even hundreds of thousands, per
haps at the height of Roman civilization no more than a few tens 
of thousands. Still, this literary public—hearers and readers, ad
mirers and critics of the various authors, purchasers of books— 
was a large enough minority to sustain a literature. This large 
anonymous minority—we call it anonymous because the over
whelming majority of its members remained unknown to the au
thors—had probably come into existence in the fifth century in 
Athens and in the third century in the Hellenistic world, above 
all in Alexandria. In Rome it took form only late and slowly; we 
perceive it clearly only toward the end of the republic, in the 
generation to which Cicero and Atticus belonged/ It was a social 
group corresponding to what in modern times is termed the lit
erary public in contrast on the one hand to the great mass of the 
uneducated and on the other hand to those who made literature 
and learning their profession.8

The core of the ancient public was supplied by the well-to-do 
classes, who held a relative monopoly on higher education; that 
is, in Rome, by those who after their elementary schooling had 
at̂  least gone on to study grammar and rhetoric. In the first cen
turies of the empire this was a large and quickly changing group, 
since childlessness was frequent in the leading families and new 
members were continuously pouring in from the provinces and 
from the Italian business world. The public also included other 
groups which may be regarded as appendages to the upper classes. 
There were first of all the educated slaves, who served their lit
erary masters as secretaries, correctors, and librarians. They were

' 7. A  passage from Lucilius (592, ed. Marx, p. 4 1), cited by Cicero, De orat. 
2.6.25, may be interpreted in this sense.

8. Tacitus is no more a professional than Churchill. During the first century 
of the Empire, almost the only intellectuals whose activities provided them 
with a livelihood were the teachers, especially the professors of rhetoric. 
They had no social standing; cf. Juvenal 7.150(1.; Juvenal also refers 
(7.188-202) to the one celebrated exception, Quintilian, on whom Vespasian 
had conferred the public professorship of rhetoric in Rome which he had 
founded. Cf. also the account of the former senator Licinianus, who had 

„ fallen to the rank of a professor of rhetoric, in Pliny, Epist. 4 .11; cf. ibid.,
2.3, 3.3, and 4.13. The social position of the professors, at least of the more 
prominent among them, improved in the later period of the Empire.
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often of Greek origin; many were set free but kept on doing the 
same work for their masters. The most ifelebrated example of this 
is Cicero’s chief secretary and friend Tiro, but similar cases of 
slaves belonging either to him or to others are frequently men
tioned in Cicero’s correspondence.9 Pliny had several secretaries 
and readers,10 and even Martial laments the death of a nineteen- 
year-old assistant whom he had freed during his last illness.11 At 
this time, of course, the educated public included women, and 
these were not all members of high society; there were also the 
puellae of the elegies. It would no doubt be pedantic to make 
precise sociological inferences from passages in elegiac poetry; 
and yet such lines as Propertius 3.3.19f. or Ovid’s Amoves 2.4 
could hardly have been written if the situation they refer to had 
not been a reality.12 ,

In general it would be unwise to draw too sharp a dividing line 
between the educated public and the “people.” The transitions 
were fluid, and without constant contact with the lower levels no 
literary public can maintain its function and character. Under the 
empire, everyone took an interest in the rhetorical prowess of the 
lawyers in the great trials fthe entire public life and rhetorical 
training of the ruling classes centered round the legal profession).- 
Pliny speaks of the ragged, filthy crowd, sordidi pullatique,13 who 
gave him stage fright on such occasions, although he does not give 
them credit for much judgment. To what degree the entire pop
ulation was accustomed to rhetoric can be gathered from the 
Christian sermons of the first centuries—though the diatribes of 
the street orators may have contributed more directly to this de
velopment than the orations of lawyers before the centumviri.

9. Cf. the interesting chapter “Atticus libraire-editeur” in J. Carcopino^ Les 
Secrets de la correspondence de Ciceron, 11, 305-329 (Amer. edn., n, 467
481). *•

10. Epist. 8.1; 9.34 and 36.
11. Martial 1.10 1. *
12. Propertius: . . . libellus, /  quern legat exspectans sola puella virum  (a little 

book which a lonely girl may read while she is waiting for her man). 
Ovid: Est quae Callimachi prae nostris rustica dicat / carmina (There is 
a girl who tells me that the songs of Callimachus are crude alongside mine).

13. Epist. 7.17.
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Still more popular than legal proceedings was the theater, which 
the masses attended and loved. It had ceased to be exactly literary; 
early in the empire a decline had set in. Tragedy became a lyrico- 
choreographic pantomime, and comedy a farcical, realistic mime. 
But in both the tradition lived on. In these productions histrionic 
genius, musical inventiveness, and choreographic elegance sur
vived, still inspired by themes and forms that had been created 
by great literature and appealing no less strongly to the masses 
than to the educated public.14

Though on the whole it is correct to say that literature proper 
was written for the educated public, this should not be interpreted 
in too narrow a sense. Even then, thanks to their popular appeal, 
arresting lines of poetry spread far beyond the educated classes.15 
But in the main it was the educated elite which by its interest, its 
understanding, and its wealth made possible the continued exist
ence of literature.

Yet authors were not, as in modern times, supported by the

14. For an over-all view of the development of the theater during the Empire, 
see the work (with many source references) by J. Carcopino, La Vie 
quotidienne a Rome a I’apogee de I’Empire, pp. 255-267 (Amer. edn., 
pp. 221-231). Pliny’s letter 7.24 on the testament of Ummidia Quadratilla 
tells us a good deal about the relationship of educated people to the 
theater.

15. Martial 11.3.1-6:

N on urbana mea tantum Pimpleide gaudent 
’  otia, nec vacuis auribiis ista damns;

\  sed meus in Geticis ad Martia signa pruinis
a rigido teritur centurione liber.

Dicitur et nostros cantare Britannia versus.
Quid prodest? Nescit sacculus ista meus.

(Not city ease alone delights in my poems, nor do we give them to idle 
ears. But my book is worn away by the stern centurion alongside the 
standards of Mars amid the Thracian frosts. Britain, too, is said to sing 
our verses. What good is it? M y purse knows nothing of these things.) 
There is no doubt that at this time the centurions were already persons 
of importance, but they can scarcely have belonged to the cultivated elite.—
Cf. also 7.97.11—13:

T e convivia, te jorum sonabit,
■ —aedes, compita, porticus, tabernae.

Uni mitteris, omnibus legeris.

(You will be recited at banquets, in the marketplace, in temples, at cross
roads, covered walks, shops: sent to one, you will be read by all.)
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anonymous public as such. No ancient author made a living from 
the public sales of his literary work. It* he was not a prominent 
noble like Lucan, Persius, Tacitus, or Pliny, he was obliged, in 
order to live or at least in order to live well, to find himself a 
patron. The concern of the ancients for the welfare of jlbets and 
writers never went beyond the institution of patronage. The 
bibliopola, to whom the writer turned over his manuscript for 
reproduction and “publication,” 16 seems to have paid him noth
ing for it.17 And I know of no instance of a writer complaining 
about this state of affairs. Juvenal and Martial complain about the 
dearth of patrons or about their stinginess;18 Martial had an ele
gant, indirect way of advertising or begging;19 sometimes he even 
poked fun at friends who wished to borrow his manuscript in 
order to save the price of a copy; he finds the price asked by 
Tryphon the bookseller for his book too high.20 But though he 
deplored with a shrug that he derived no material profit from the 
celebrity and popularity of his books,21 neither he nor any other 
writer, as far as we know, ever criticized the system or suggested 
a remedy. All this seemed perfectly natural to authors and public 
alike, because the notion of literary property was unheard of and 
there was consequently no copyright law. The right to an author’s 
work resided solely in possession of the manuscript (solo cedit 
superficies: the building goes with the ground). And as soon as 
the first copies produced by the bibliopola were in the hands of 
the public, his competitors or indeed anyone with competent 
scribes at his disposal could turn out as many additional copies as

16. Pliny uses the terms edere, emittere, public are, in manus hominum dare.
17. The only passage mentioning the sale of a manuscript is Juvenal 7.82-90, 

in which it is related that Statius, in spite of the success of his Thfbaid, 
would have gone hungry if the famous actor Paris had not bought, obvi
ously in order to stage it, the manuscript of his tragic pantomime Agavef

18. Juvenal, particularly in the seventh satire; Martial 11.3 and 11.108.
19. E.g., 6.82, where he narrates how a stranger looked at him for a long time 

and then said: “What! You are the famous Martial? Then why do you 
have such an ugly cloak?”

20. B y  present standards, books were very expensive. Cf. H. L. Pinner, The 
W orld of Books in Classical Antiquity, pp. 37f.

21. Cf. the first quotation in n. 15 above.

he pleased. Under these circumstances the publishing business was 
far too unpredictable to permit of author participation in the re
ceipts. Still, one wonders whether a well-known author may not 
have been able to sell his unpublished manuscript to the book
seller offering the highest price.22 We cannot be sure; all we know 
is that there is no mention of any such thing.23 In any case no 
large sums of money can have been involved. If an author wished 
to be published by one bibliopola rather than another, it was 
largely no doubt because the publisher of his choice was known 
for his faithful copies and attractive presentation, requirements 
which in Rome seem first to have been fully met by Atticus. In 
general the situation is explained by the ancient conception of the 
dignity of intellectual labor and the prevailing acceptance of 
patronage. It seems to have been perfectly respectable for a poor 
author to live at the expense of his rich friends, but not from the 
sale of his works.

The production of copies came to be very important as a means 
of disseminating literary works and of establishing texts. Never
theless, this mode of publication was not really in keeping with 
the character of ancient and in particular Roman society, which 
looked upon literary life as a way in which cultivated men of the 
upper classes, whose serious occupation was politics, might spend 
their hours of leisure together, and upon literature as something 
not to be read in silence but to be listened to. Thus by far the 
greatest number of literary works were first launched not through 
manuscript copies but through readings. In principle, at least, 
these were held in private informal gatherings of the author’s 
friends. Authors who could afford it, such as Horace or Pliny 
the Younger, were able to maintain this custom; they read their 
works only to their friends, that is, a group of the social and intel
lectual elite. Here and there in his poems we gain an intimation 
of the envy this brought upon the lowborn Horace and of his

22. Martial 1.2 and 1.117  makes it clear that the same book, in different 
presentation, could be bought from two different bibliopolae.

23. For these questions, cf. Milkau-Leyh, Handbuch der Bibliothekswissen- 
schaft (2nd edn.), 1, 863, with further bibliographical references.

4. The Western Public and Its Language 243
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appealing though mildly snobbish reluctance to be “ published.” 24 
But with increasing literary production the readings soon took 
on enormous proportions. They were held in the triclinia and 
auditoria of the great houses and in all manner of public places, 
where they were often improvised. From the reign o  ̂ Hadrian 
on, there were public buildings devoted exclusively to this pur
pose.25 The satirists poked fun at this frenzy for public readings;26 
from Pliny, who was a devoted listener (he himself made extreme 
demands on his friends’ patience), we learn that even in the 
circles he frequented, the reader did not always receive the 
undivided attention of his audience.27

It was only natural that these readings should assume such pro
portions. In a society where literary activity was regarded as the 
only suitable recreation of the elite, almost everyone wrote, 
either because he belonged or because he wished to belong to that 
elite; and reading aloud was the simplest and most effective way 
of making one’s works known. In such readings the author directly 
addressed those whom he wished to please; and moreover, a 
“publisher” 28 was not likely to invest money in a manuscript 
that had not yet gained a reputation by b@ing read in the circles 
that counted. Thus it was public readings that decided the fate 
of a work. An unknown work was usually read aloud by the
author himself; if he thought himself unfit for the task, a reader
took his place.29 If he enjoyed a social position, he invited only a
24. Horace, Sat. 1.4.71-78; Epist. and 1.20. For Pliny, see 7.17 and 

2.19. Concerning his friend Octavius’ dislike of the public reading, 2.10.
25. Carcopino, Vie quotidienne, pp. 226-234 (Amer. edn., pp. 193-201).
26. Horace (in the passage cited above, Sat. 1.4.74-76) refers to the reading 

in the baths where the resonance is so splendid. The beginning of Juvenal’s 
first satire and 7.39-52 is significant. Most entertaining is Martial’s descrip
tion of the frantic poet, eager to recite his poems on every possible occa
sion, 3-44f.: currenti legis et legis cacanti (you read to me when I am 
running and you read to me when I am defecating).

27. Epist. 1.13; 6.15 and 17; 8.12.
28. The bibliopola was at once publisher and bookseller.
29. Suetonius, Claudius 41; Pliny, Epist. 9.34.—When a work seemed likely to 

be successful, a bookseller might have been expected to publish an edition 
on the basis of copies made in secret; a good system of stenography was 
available. But nothing of the sort is reported. The case of Quintilian (cf. *  
his Prooemium ad Marcellum) is different, for here a professor’s lecture and 
students are involved. Cf. Pinner, W orld of Books, pp. 39®.
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few highly cultivated friends to his first reading. From them he 
expected not only an opinion about the work as a whole but 
detailed suggestions for improvement. Pliny worked out a whole 
system of successive readings as a means of polishing his works.30 
Apart from the novel, the only literary genre not read aloud or 
at least intended to be was the prose letter, as initiated by Cicero s 
correspondence. And even this genre fell in with what, despite 
the large number of persons involved, remained the ideal of 
literary life under the empire, namely, a mode of personal associa
tion among highly educated individuals belonging to the same 
social class. With the novel, particularly in its later development, 
the case may have been different; but this was more important 
for the eastern than for the western part of the empire.

Despite the absence of political freedom Roman society during 
the first two centuries of the empire was rich and colorful, diversi
fied in its currents, and uncommonly liberal in its forms. It was not 
until the third century that the sclerosis set in which gradually led 
to its death. Soon this society spread from Rome to other cities 
of Italy and the provinces, especially Gaul, but as long as it really 
flourished, Rome remained its center.31 For writers without large 
fortunes life in Rome was far from simple or comfortable, and in 
Rome, moreover, everyone suffered from the chicanery and humil
iations resulting from the patronage system. Only the emperor was 
entirely immune to them. But all these difficulties were outweighed 
by the social warmth, the stimulating atmosphere, the rich intellec
tual life of the capital. Rome fostered a sense of well-being which

30. Epist. 7.17; 8.21, and passim.
31. Even in later times Rome continued to be praised as the hub of the world. 

Sidonius Apollinaris 1.6 calls it doiyicilium legum, gymnasium litter arum, 
curiam dignitatum, vertice?n mundi, putriam libertatis, in qua unica totius 
orbis civitate soli barbari et servi peregrina?itur (the home of laws, the 
school of letters, the meeting place of dignitaries, the head of the world, 
the fatherland of liberty, the only city in the whole world where only 
slaves and barbarians are not citizens). And in Cassiodorus, Variae 4.6.3, we 
may read: Nulli sit ingrata Roma, quae d id  non potest aliena, ilia eloquentiue 
fecunda mater, ilia virtutum omnium latissimum templum (Rome, of which 
no one can say that she is foreign, should not be unpleasant to anyone. 
She is the fruitful mother of eloquence, the richest shrine of all the 
virtues).
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encouraged intellectual activity, so that it was not felt to be work. 
In the melancholy preface to the twerfth book of his epigrams, 
written on his return to his Spanish Bilbilis, Martial tells how he 
missed what his Roman public (auditor) had given him: 32 illam 
iudicionmis subtilitatem, illud materiarum ingenium, bibjjothecas, 
theatra, convictus,4n quibus studere se voluptates non sentiunt . . . 
(elegance of critical judgment and spontaneity of talent, libraries, 
theaters, banquets, where pleasures come without being sought 
after) .3S

The predominance of oral reading suggests certain reflections 
about the structure of the public and about Roman literary life 
in general. Of course ancient literature had always be£n largely 
intended to be spoken or sung. But now the literary theater and 
political oratory underwent an almost simultaneous decline, whil£ 
the predominantly rhetorical education, which inspired literary 
interests and activity in the educated classes, remained unchanged 
—or rather, its rhetorical character grew more'pronounced than 
ever. Thus all types of literature became material to be read aloud, 
and the setting for these readings was provided by more or less 
intimate, more or less fashionable social gatherings. Tragedies and 
comedies were written that were intended solely to be read aloud; 
Seneca’s tragedies are of this kind, and Pliny also speaks of such 
plays in his correspondence (e.g., 6.21). From Pliny we also learn 
that forensic and ceremonial addresses which had first been de
livered publicly, in the Senate for example, were read again in 
circles of friends, where they were discussed, improved upon, and 
put into their final literary form. Literary pieces of every genre 
were composed as a kind of exercise, and again the group of 
friends to whom they were read served as a forum. A  group of 
friends: when we think of other epochs in the history of literature, 
this sounds like youth, struggle, and passion. But these friends 
were not young, not at least in mind and spirit; they were cultivated 
men of the world. Under the circumstances, literature as a whole
32. This is reminiscent of Jean de La Bruyere: Je  rends au public ce qu'il

m ’a prete.
33. Martial, Epigr. 12 praef.
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took on a social character; the accent shifted from grand impas
sioned movement to elegance and novelty of expression, to orna
ment and impressive sound effects; more and more, rhetorical 
declamation was taken as a substitute for passion. Gradually lit
erature lost its function. Ultimately social satire, with its direct 
grip on life, was abandoned, and the other forms of literature be
came pompously rhetorical. The literary public lost its contact 
with the lower classes, ceased to be embedded in the greater com
munity of the people, from which it is always distinct, but with 
which it must maintain constant communication if it is to survive. 
At the end of the first and the beginning of the second century, 
only the first intimations of this development are discernible. Tac
itus was still alive, and men like Juvenal and Martial were still 
writing. But the political and social conditions foreshadowing the 
future isolation and sclerosis of literary life were already present. 
It is curious to come across a premonition of this in Pliny the 
Younger, who all in all was not exactly fitted, either by inclina
tion or talent, to understand himself or the problems of his time. 
To a friend who had begged him for longer and more frequent 
letters, he wrote:

. . . neque enim eadem nostra condicio quae M, Tulli, ad 
cuius exemplum nos vocas. Illi enim et copiosissimum in
genium et par ingenio qua varietas rerum qua magnitudo 
largissime suppetebat; nos quam angustis terminis clauda- 
mur, etiam tacente me perspicis, nisi forte volumus scho- 
lasticas tibi atque, ut ita dicam, umbraticas litteras mittere.34
. . . but my situation is quite different from that of Cicero, to 
whose example you refer me. He had a very fertile mind, and the 
variety and grandeur of his themes were in accord with it. I have 
no need to tell you what narrow limits are imposed on me; and 
I will not write you any letters that arexmere exercises in declama
tion.

What Pliny is alluding to is the concentration of power in the 
hands of the princeps and the resultant political paralysis of the

34. Epist. 9.2.2f. „
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ruling classes. He and his land were virtually obliged to live in 
comfortable retirement. They still held high positions and per
formed prescribed administrative duties. But the great game of 
public life, the struggle for power, in which the personality un
folds befoi'e the eyes of all and men stake their lives—̂ is game 
was no longer played.

In the period of decline, on the other hand, the practice of read
ing aloud in gatherings and the concomitant isolation of the edu
cated classes helped to preserve culture. Literary life was split up 
into many little groups. Rome was still its center, and some of the 
larger provincial cities played a similar role. But the groups were 
not wholly dependent on the cities or, in general, on the func
tioning of any political organization. The spirit of ancient culture 
remained alive for a long time despite the decline of the empire 
and the cities. It survived the anarchy of the third century; it even 
survived for a time, in a few islands, the terrible shocks of the 
fifth. The insularity of intellectual life in the early Middle Ages 
is prefigured in the last years of the Western empire.

The “ spirit” or “ culture” of the Roman public under the em
pire is something elusive and difficult to describe; at best we may 
speak of a continually changing yet fundamentally stable body of 
traditions, knowledge, tastes, and inclinations. But it was based 
on a perfectly concrete common factor which can be described, 
namely, a common language, the language of the educated classes, 
the literary language, or Hochsprache. The existence of such a 
language, which can take form only gradually, is the constituent 
prerequisite for the formation of the social class that we have 
called the public and, it goes without saying, for the creation of 
a literature that requires such a public. Now, from its very be
ginnings the educated Roman public possessed not one but two 
literary languages—Greek and Latin. Until late in the empire edu
cated Romans were bilingual; they knew Greek literature, inter
spersed their conversation and letters with Greek quotations and 
phrases, and in many cases wrote Greek poems.35 When Vespa-

3j. Cf. Pliny, Epist. 3.1; 4.3; 7.25; 8.4.

sian established the first state professorships in Rome, he set up 
one for Latin and another for Greek rhetoric.36 This was no 
unique or fortuitous phenomenon; an educated public almost al
ways possesses more than one language and often takes a partic
ular foreign literary language as a model for the development of 
its own. But here we are dealing with the later destinies of the 
Latin literary language, to which Greek had ceased to make a 
creative contribution.

A  literary language is distinguished from the general language 
of daily life by its selectivity, homogeneity, and conservatism. I 
should state at this point that by literary language I understand 
not only the written language but also the spoken, everyday lan
guage of the educated classes; that is why I have employed the 
term Hochsprache, coined by German philologists. As for the 
word “ selectivity,” it should be taken not only in a negative sense 
but also in the positive sense of gathering and assimilating: a lit
erary language becomes an artificial or technical language as soon 
as it ceases to take in material from the spoken tongue. Nor is it 
necessarily true, even of the ancient civilizations, that the literary 
language is exclusively an ennobled or fashionable form of the 
general spoken tongue. Even in antiquity uneducated speech was 
used in literature, though of course in a calculated and stylized 
form: the best-known examples are Plautus and Petronius. In an
tiquity as in modern times the everyday language of the educated 
classes was light, idiomatic, and elegantly informal, and certain 
types of literature were written in this light style—Cicero’s letters, 
for example. A  literary language can be lofty but need not be. 
In other words, there is room for various gradations or levels of 
style. Such distinctions were far more strictly and consciously ob
served in antiquity than in modern times. There was a lofty and 
sublime, a middle and pleasing, and a practical or comic “low” 
style; in principle each of the many literary genres had its own 
traditional style level. Toward the end o f the empire this wealth 
of distinctions began to be lost, not by any means in theory but

36. Suetonius, Vespasianus 18.
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in practice, for all the literary genres then in use came to be per
meated with rhetorical mannerism. But this was a symptom of de
cay, and it should be clearly borne in mind that the homogeneity 
of literary languages, which we shall discuss in the following, 
takes in a wide variety of style levels. g

The homogeneity of the literary language, or one might say 
the language of the literary public, resides in the fact that it is the 
same throughout the given language zone. In this sense it contrasts 
with the various dialects and with the specialized languages of the 
various occupations; these are sometimes used deliberately in imi
tative literature but otherwise are excluded both from literature 
and from educated conversation. In modern times this is strictly 
true only of the written and printed language and not of conver
sation, since most educated people show a slight local coloration 
in their spoken German, English, French, etc., and often go so 
far as to cultivate it. Whether in late Roman antiquity the lan
guage of the educated classes was colored by local dialect, I do 
not know. The Roman knight in the anecdote related at the be
ginning of this chapter could not tell whether his neighbor at the 
games was an Italian or a provincial. This of course is insufficient 
evidence. But the existence of marked local variations in the lan
guage of the educated people does not seem likely because there 

■ • ■ were not many cultural centers, as in a modern nation, but only 
one, namely, Rome. Moreover, in the late period of the empire 
a deliberate effort was needed to maintain the literary language. 
Spelling and grammar had been standardized only relatively late, 
toward the end of the republic. For a long time there was no cen
tral authority to regulate linguistic usage. In modem times the 
automatic centralization of languages has made such enormous 
strides, thanks to printing, unified administration, compulsory ed
ucation, the daily press, and more recently the cinema, the radio, 
mass shifts of population, and wholesale travel, that in spite of na
tionalist propaganda not only the dialects but also the weaker lan
guages (including that of the cultivated classes) are in danger of
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disappearing. In antiquity virtually none of these forces were at 
work. In all the western regions Latin was a superimposition, in
troduced in its most popular form, in permanent conflict with the 
native languages and under the influence of their vocabulary and 
habits of pronunciation. Inevitably very divergent dialects arose. 
The impulses toward a common popular language, encouraged by 
commercial relations and the religious movements pouring in from 
the East, were for the most part Greek and for a long time, in 
any case, seem to have had no connection with culture or litera
ture. In the third century, when the central administration was 
compelled to take more energetic measures against political and 
economic disintegration and the bureaucracy became larger and 
more effective, we hear of an extension of elementary education. 
A  passage in a Digest (Ulpian) mentions village schoolteachers.37 
But this did not impede the development of the Vulgar Latin di
alects in the last centuries of the empire.

This brings us to the third characteristic of the literary lan
guage, its conservatism. The everyday language changes con
stantly; in a few centuries it is radically transformed. In late an
tiquity Vulgar Latin became Romance. By comparison the literary 
language remained relatively stable; once established, it changed 
only very slowly. The works regarded as models of style were 
handed down in their original form and imitated; throughout the 
empire Ennius and Plautus were regarded as archaic, while the 
masters of the Ciceronian and Augustan periods were looked upon 
as classical models. Even under the empire there were frequent 
fashions in style, but for the most part they were historical if not 
archaistic. In any event they were limited to style; they did not 
affect the fundamental character of the traditional Latin language; 
there was little change in vocabulary and none at all in phonetics 
and morphology. Conservatism is a universal trait of literary lan
guages, but it was particularly marked in the later days of the 
empire, because few new models were created and productive

37. Dig. jo.j.2.8, cited by M. Rostovtzeff, Qesellschaft und Wirtschaft im 
rom. Kaiserreich, 11, 136 and 346, n. 46 [Engl, edn./p. 707, n. 48].
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contact with the masses was gradually lost. Of course we can 
say this with certainty only of the written language; we do not 
know to what extent the pronunciation of the educated classes 
was affected by the popular development. Our only evidence is 
the spelling of the time, which may be misleading and ^  in any 
case subject to different interpretations. We know from modern 
languages, French and English for example, how much more con
servative spelling is than the pronunciation even of the highly ed
ucated classes. But from the pedantry, cultural arrogance, and 
mannerism of the last cultivated classes of the empire, and from 
the purism revealed by certain statements of the grammarians, we 
may gather that even in their pronunciation the educated public 
did not make many concessions to the historical development of 
the language. We have the impression (it is no more than an im
pression) that in the fifth century the senatorial aristocracy and 
related circles spoke a homogeneous “ High Latin” and that the 
common man had difficulty in understanding it—especially in view 
of the fact that the vulgar dialects, already highly differentiated 
in the various provinces, were now in many places exposed to 
Germanic influence. Toward the end of the fifth and the begin
ning of the sixth century the last remnants of the well-to-do 
groups with a Roman education died out or were swallowed up 
by other groups. This was the end of the ancient literary public.

But the Latin which had been the organ of these educated 
classes lived on in the form of a purely written language. It was 
bound to survive because there was no other written language and 
because it had long served, with the same homogeneity and the 
same conservatism but with a somewhat different principle of se
lection, as the specialized language of the various branches of pub
lic life. Written Latin lived on as the language of jurisprudence, 
of government chancelleries, and above all of the Church. It was 
taught in the schools and so transmitted. We have already said 
that in the last centuries of the Western Roman Empire the im
perial administration took a more systematic interest than before
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in the school system.38 The number of schools maintained by the 
municipalities, often under supervision of the imperial govern
ment, seems to have grown considerably; evidently far more of
ficials were needed for the increasingly centralized administration, 
and the rhetorical curriculum still seemed suitable and adequate 
as a preparation for the administrative career. Thus numerous 
young educated men of middle-class origin (including Christians, 
such as the young Augustine) were educated with a view to a 
career in the civil service.

But the Roman school system in the Western provinces was 
gradually disrupted by the barbarian invasions. For a while pri
vate teachers were maintained in the houses of certain great lords 
and for a longer time probably in some of the cities. A  few bar
barian princes also made an effort to maintain schools for their 
chancelleries. In Italy Theodoric tried to preserve Roman civiliza
tion and the rhetoric that went with it; his efforts were abandoned 
only after his death. But most important, the Church, which for 
a surprisingly long time had contented itself with the Roman 
school system and its pagan, rhetorical spirit, began after the col
lapse of that system to build up schools of its own. Chief among 
these in this early period were the monastery schools; but the 
episcopal and even the presbytery schools can also be traced back 
to the sixth century.39 Soon almost all education was in the hands 
of the Church,40 and outside the Church there was neither learn
ing nor culture. All educational institutions of this period (sixth 
to eighth centuries) were designed for practical purposes, and 
most of them were very modest in their aims and demands. From 
ancient culture these schools took over a predominantly rhetori-

38. On what follows, cf. H.-I. Marrou, Histoire de V education dans I’anti quite, 
pp. 398-461 [Amer. edn., pp. 299-350].

39. Cf. Marrou, pp. 439-443 [Amer. edn., pp. 333-336].
40. There is no agreement among specialists as to whether there were any 

secular schools under the Merovingians; I do not believe that they can 
have had any importance. Cf. Marrou, p. 569, n. 9 [Amer. edn., pp. 448f.], 
and the essay, to which he refers, by H. Pirenne in the Revue Bene
dictine, x l v i  (1934). In some Italian towns the system o f  private tutors 
seems never to have died out completely.
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cal conception of education, especially of the first steps, and they 
also, it goes without saying, took over'its homogeneous written 
language. But they were far removed from the liberal, aristocratic 
spirit of cultivated ancient society; and where not altogether for
gotten, the <old social forms were imitated in such a w ^  as to 
lose their original meaning. The survival of the homogeneous lit
erary language was at times seriously threatened, especially in the 
Romance countries. There were few schools, their teaching was 
largely superficial; and on the other hand, the clergy was faced 
with the task of presenting the written teachings of Christianity 
in an intelligible form. Since in the Romance countries the ver
naculars were still closely related to Latin, it was inevitable that 
many vernacular forms should make their way into written docu
ments and into the liturgy. We have many examples of this from, 
earlier periods, but the trend became really pronounced in the 
sixth century; certain of the texts that have come down to us from 
these first centuries of the Middle Ages show extensive, more or 
less deliberate compromises with the Romance vernaculars. The 
Carolingian educational reform put an end to this tendency, in 
principle at least. The consequence was an irrevocable cleavage 
between written Latin and the popular tongues. Latin lived on as 
an international organ of cultural life, as a language without any 
corresponding popular idiom from which to draw new life.

And so the literary or educated public had disappeared, and its 
idiom had become a specialized language: the language of the 
liturgy, of the chancelleries, and of a few scholars who learned 
it as a foreign tongue, though usually at an early age. Even in 
ancient times the literary public had constituted a minority of the 
population, but in many places a large minority. In varying de
grees it maintained contact with the people, which, at least in 
part, understood and took an interest in certain literary produc
tions and even—with its living language—exerted an influence on 
literature. Now the participants in intellectual life were few; they 
lived in schools dispersed throughout Europe, communicating only 
irregularly with one another. Even later, when they became more
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numerous, they remained an isolated social group consisting solely 
of teachers and students. The purpose of their activity was knowl
edge and doctrine far more than enjoyment; there was no longer 
a group or class capable of deriving cultivated pleasure from lit
erature. Here we come to the core of the present discussion: a 
time had dawned and would long endure when the leading classes ■ • 
of society possessed neither education nor books nor even a lan
guage in which they could have expressed a culture rooted in 
their actual living conditions. There was a learned language, and 
there were spoken languages that could not be written; there was 
no language of general culture. Greatly as the successive periods 
of the Middle Ages differed from one another, they had one thing 
in common: the absence of a cultivated public. Such a public be
gan to take form only in the last, transitional period. Recently at
tempts have been made to discredit the concept of a Renaissance 
which took its first steps in Italy in the fourteenth century and 
flowered throughout Western Europe in the sixteenth, by prov
ing that a number of ancient works, ideas, and forms had previ
ously been well known and influential in certain learned circles 
and that there were individuals and groups in the Middle Ages 
who understood ancient culture and thought it worth imitating.
This is true, and it was assuredly of the highest significance for 
the preservation and development of the tradition. But it does not 
diminish the essential structural difference between the Middle 
Ages and the Renaissance. A  civilization that can meaningfully be 
compared with that of antiquity requires a sizable minority of ed
ucated persons, and such a minority could form a social class only 
when the mother tongue had once again become the true vehicle 
of culture.

The latest description known to us of a Roman public occurs 
in the letters of Sidonius Apollinaris, written in the second half 
of the fifth century. Sidonius came of a Gallo-Roman family of 
big landowners with senatorial rank. Avitus, one of the last West- 
em Roman emperors, was his father-in-law. In 468 Sidonius be
came Prefect of Rome (under Anthemius) and patricius. But he 

*

f-t vv CV*\ r cj— *

►   t 0 I v
k  v-tcA Yt>



died some twenty years later as bishop of Clermont, the subject 
of a Visigothic king.

As reflected in most of his letters the aristocratic, literary life 
of Gallo-Roman society seems relatively intact. Not only Sidonius 
but many of his friends and fellow aristocrats were me# of re
fined taste, extremely well read, and themselves engaged in liter
ary pursuits. Their judgment was purely esthetic, rhetorical,, and 
often pedantic; but thanks to its rhetorical and esthetic charac
ter, it was also thoroughly liberal. In describing the library of a 
friend, for example, Sidonius expresses his regret that the older 
pagan authors should be placed separately from the Christian au
thors (the Christians near the ladies’ seats, the pagans near those 
of the gentlemen); for despite the difference in subject matter, 
Augustine, he says, ought to be classified with Varro and Pru- 
dentius with Horace (Epist. 2.9.4). Sidonius’ style and taste are 
rhetorical and manneristic, as might be expected in view of the 
whole trend in literature under the empire. And still it is surpris
ing when we consider the situation in which he wrote these let
ters. For there can be no doubt that the ground was trembling 
beneath the feet of these thoroughly Romanized and highly cul
tivated aristocrats.41 A  large and steadily increasing part of their 
country was already in the hands of the Burgundians and Visi
goths. And worse, the intellectual domain in which they lived was 
shrinking. Barbaric forms were invading the language (2.10; 4.17); 
even in the leading classes there were not only traitors who sided 
with the invaders 42 but uneducated persons who were hardly bet
ter than barbarians.43 But these and other indications of doom are

41. Sometimes it looks as if the Celtic aristocracy were so enthusiastic about 
Romanization only when confronted by the Germanic peril. Cf. Sidonius, 
Epist. 3-3.2f.

42. Cf., for example, Epist. 5.7 and also 5.17, which describes a joyous gather
ing and says (in § 5): praeterea, quod beatissimum, nulla mentio de 
potestatibus aut de tributis, nullus sermo qui proderetur, nulla persona 
quae proderet (above all, the greatest blessing, namely, no talk about 
rulers or taxes, no conversation by which to be betrayed, no betrayer).

43. Epist. 7.14 reveals that a large gathering of summates viri (men in office) 
included many rustici (countryfolk), idiotae (ignorant), and imperiti 
(inexperienced men).
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communicated to the reader in playful rhetorical figures,44 which, 
it must be admitted, are often expressive—but how vapidly pedan
tic! Sidonius compliments Count Arbogast in Trier on his excel
lent Latin style (4.17), which he has preserved in the midst of 
barbarians (sic barbarorum familiaris, quod tamen nescius barba- 
rismorum: thus you are the companion of barbarians, yet you are 
free from barbarisms), and continues:

quocirca sermonis pompa Romani, si qua adhuc uspiam 
est, Belgicis olim sive Rhenanis abolita terris in te resedit, 
quo vel incolumi vel perorante, etsi apud limitem ipsum 
Latina iura ceciderunt, verba non titubant.

The luster of Roman speech has long since vanished from Belgica 
and the Rhenish regions, but in you it still survives; Latin domin
ion in those borderlands has fallen, but as long as you live and 
speak, the Latin language will not falter.

This is at once horrifying and grotesque. Another example: while 
Sidonius as bishop was trying to organize the defense of Clermont 
against the Visigoths, he wrote to Calminius, a friend of senatorial 
rank, whom the Visigoths had compelled to take part in the at
tack on the city, though it was his native place and he would much 
rather have defended it against them. The letter conveys the mis
ery and gloom of the situation, and we feel how much is left un
said. Nevertheless the text is full of ornaments like the follow
ing: ubi ipse in hoc solum captivus adduceris, ut pharetras sagittis 
vacuare, lacrimis oculos implere cogaris (where you are led a cap
tive against your own land, forced to empty your quivers of ar
rows and to fill your eyes with tears).45 Under the circumstances 
there is something spooky about such playfulness. It is true that 
mannerism had become second nature to Sidonius, and perhaps he 
was unaware of its incongruity. In any event it is certain that a 
public which expresses itself in such a way or takes pleasure in

44. The most recent work on the subject is Andre Loyen, Sidoine Apollinaire 
et I’esprit precieux.

45. Sidonius 5 .12 .'
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such expression when its very existence is threatened has become 
hopelessly cut off from reality. Such a style could surely have had 
no appeal even for an elite among the Germanic barbarians, and 
it was just as surely inaccessible to the average member of the 
Gallo-Roman population. Sidonius wrote with great skill^His art 
resembles a difficult game which consists in capturing the truth 
and even the concrete reality of things in a mesh of rhetorical fig
ures; amazingly often it is successful, and his style was highly 
esteemed and much imitated in the schools of the Middle Ages. 
But it is a game for the initiate; only a small clique could appre
ciate without effort his incessant parallel figures, his unduly rich 
and select vocabulary, and his tricky sentence structure. In the 
period of the Germanic invasions, at all events, this way of life 
strangled itself. Its last highly aristocratic representatives became, 
bishops.46 But as early as the next century, the sixth, we hear a 
very different language in the Gallic bishoprics.47

From the sixth century on, as we have said, there ceased to be 
an educated public. This is the extreme limit. No one has ever 
stated an explicitly different view, but recent studies dealing with 
the perpetuation of ancient culture in the new Germanic king
doms contain certain statements that may lead to misunderstand
ings.

In Italy a good deal of the ancient tradition survived into the 
Ostrogothic period. In the city of Rome there was still a highly 
educated aristocracy, as is attested by Boethius and his friend, the 
poet Maximianus,48 and also by the editions of classical and post- 
classical authors that were issued in these circles down to the first

46. Cf. the description of the style of his fellow bishop, Remigius of Reims, 
in Epist. 9.7.2f., a fine piece of writing; unfortunately, the sermons to 
which it refers have not been preserved. Remigius (St. Remy) was also 
of the higher Gallic aristocracy; he became bishop at the age of twenty- 
one. It was he who, on the occasion of the baptism of Clovis in 496, used 
a rhetorical figure (commutatio) which became famous: adora quod 
incendisti, incende quod adorasti (honor what you have burned, bum 
what you have honored).

47. See above, pp. 87#., on Caesarius of Arles.
48. F. J. E. Raby, A  History of Secular Latin Poetry in the Middle Ages, 1, 

124L

258 Literary Language and Its Public 4. The Western Public and Its Language 259

third of the sixth century.49 Undoubtedly this was still an “ edu
cated society,”  although Boethius’ lament at the beginning of his 
Consolatio philosophiae makes no mention of any such society, in 
which supposedly he had once lived; he speaks only of his lonely 
study and of his political friends and enemies. Moreover, the char
acter of his writing is already learned rather than cultivated; it 
is marked by the mixture of rhetoric, allegory, and philosophy 
which late antiquity bequeathed to the Middle Ages. After Boe
thius, in any event, in the struggles and crises of the sixth cen
tury, the Roman senatorial aristocracy vanished forever.

To me it seems impossible to regard Theodoric’s court as a 
center of Roman culture. It is difficult to form a precise idea 
of Theodoric’s mentality; in any case it is not permissible to 
judge by Cassiodorus’ collection of letters, the Variae. Cassio- 
dorus played an important political role only for a brief period 
during Theodoric’s lifetime; and even if the king understood Cas
siodorus’ Latin (he probably knew very little Latin), what Cas
siodorus has to say is assuredly no expression of Theodoric’s per
sonality. On political grounds he tried to encourage Roman cul
ture, but outside of his family he met with little understanding 
for this policy among the Goths. He himself was a Gothic mili
tary and political leader; anyone who wished to speak with him 
and be properly understood had to speak Gothic. The Variae are 
significant documents; but their manneristic, self-satisfied, unctu
ously didactic character is entirely that of Cassiodorus and not of 
a Germanic prince who is reliably reported to have been unable 
to write. Cassiodorus’ style in the Variae no longer presupposes 
the existence of any literary public, Italo-Roman or otherwise; 
it is a rhetorical chancellery style, a remote ancestor of the Artes 
dictandi of the Trecento. Especially the supposedly personal let
ters which Cassiodorus wrote for Theodoric, such as 1.45 to Boe
thius or 5.41 to the Roman senate about Cyprianus (accuser of

49. A. van de Vyver, “Cassiodore et son oeuvre,” 28of. and 281, n. 1; also 
E. Norden, “Romische Literatur” in Gercke-Norden, Einleitung in die 
Altertumswissenschaft (3rd .edn.), 1: 4, 96.
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Albinus and enemy of Boethius, who is known to have spoken 
Gothic with the king), are so learned *nd contrived that the king 
cannot have known any more about them than the gist, which 
he himself had dictated. There was no other chancellery style 
than the rhetorical, and Theodoric wished to carry on tjje Roman 
tradition.50

Thanks to the Amaling policy, which was. pro-Roman and 
friendly to culture, a few schools and literary groups in the Ro
man tradition survived in Italy longer than elsewhere. To the en
tourage of the Amalings belonged Ennodius, court poet and bishop 
of Pavia, and the somewhat younger and in his way more impor
tant Arator, who later as a subdeacon in Rome won considerable 
fame with his poem De actibus apostolorum, which was at once 
typological and rhetorical in the ancient sense. Soon after the 
death of Theodoric the only surviving representatives of the* an
cient rhetorical tradition were to be found in the Church. But 
rhetorical mannerism was not the only current in Church Latin; 
meanwhile a simpler style, closer to spoken Latin in sentence 
structure at least, had developed in hymns and sermons.

Venantius Fortunatus, who in 565 went to Gaul, where he ac
quired a strange and unique position in the society of the Mero
vingian kingdom, was a product of the Ravenna school of the 
post-Gothic Byzantine period. His prestige can no doubt be ex
plained by the fact that on the one hand the wellsprings of lit
erary culture had run dry since the days of Sidonius, so that there 
were no longer any elegant writers, and on the other hand that 
Roman rhetoric was still held in high esteem. Thus Fortunatus,

50. On all this, see L. Schmidt, “Cassiodor und Theoderich,” and the study 
by A. van de V yver referred to in n. 49. These studies are also cited by 
R. R . Bezzola, Les Origines et la formation de la litterature courtoise, 1,
17, n. 1. But they do not seem to have convinced him, although he himself 
(p. 18, n. 5) wonders to what extent the king understood the style of 
Ennodius.—The sentence to the effect that Roman rulers were superior 
because of their education (eloquentia), from Variae 9.21.4 (Bezzola, p. 15 
and n. 1) , is already written in the name of the grandson Athalaric and 
has the character of a highly political topos; the passages in the correspond
ence with other Germanic rulers, which allude to the superiority of the 
Roman outlook, are also political in signifiance. Cf. van de Vyver, pp. 24jf.
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gifted, affable, and apparently endowed with great personal 
charm, was virtually the only, or in any event by far the best 
purveyor of a commodity that was in great demand. His clientele 
comprised kings and bishops, great lords (including Franks) and 
well-to-do merchants; for them he wrote epithalamia, panegyrics, 
epitaphs, and in general all types of occasional verse, both eccle
siastical and profane. Undoubtedly some of his friends and cus
tomers still understood his writing, which is not always rhetorical 
and manneristic; in addition to thoroughly manneristic pieces, such 
as the Praefatio addressed to Gregory of Tours or numerous pas
sages from the Vita Martini, we have such simple compositions 
as the Hymnns de Leontio episcopo,61 the popular simplicity of 
which has been noticed by Ebert. Fortunatus had at his com
mand the plainest forms of Christian sermo humilis as well as the 
mannerism of late antiquity. His admirers included Gregory of 
Tours, who by express statements as well as his own far more 
significant but also far less cultivated writing shows how isolated 
and inaccessible the stylistic tradition that survived in Fortunatus 
had become. He seems also to have been admired by a few Frank
ish nobles, which is only natural in view of the enormous prestige 
enjoyed by Roman civilization. But all this does not add up to a 
literary public in the ancient or modern sense. Such a public has 
definite tastes, characteristic of the times, and literary needs ex
ceeding mere occasional verse. Fortunatus’ finest poems, by the 
way, are a few of his Christian hymns. He found a niche for him
self in Poitiers with the widow of Chlotar I, the Thuringian prin
cess Radegundis, who had founded a convent there. He died as 
bishop of Poitiers.

In any event the society of Gaul in Fortunatus’ day, at the end 
of the sixth century, was the last in connection with which the 
question of a literary public can even arise. Later on, no such so
cial group existed anywhere in Europe. The only literature that 
remained was of an erudite and ceremonial character, in a lan-

j i . Carm. 1.16 i n  Venanti . . . Fortunati . . . Opera poetica, ed. F. Leo (pp.
19 - 2 1) .
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guage understood by only a very few persons of exceptional ed
ucation. Under such circumstances anjT real development or crea
tiveness was unthinkable. It is true that with the coming of the 
Lombards the study of ancient culture did not entirely cease in 
the monasteries and other schools of Italy, but any posajble basis 
for a cultivated society was destroyed. In Visigothic Spain all cul
tural activity seems to have been clerical and erudite from the 
start. In Gaul the last remnants of Roman culture collapsed, and 
with the new schools founded by Irish and Scottish monks cul
tural life entered upon the long period of monastic isolation that 
was to set in somewhat later in England and western Germany. 
In the seventh and early eighth century, the Arabs conquered 
North Africa and Spain, and the Romanized Merovingians were 
ousted by the Austrasian Carolingians; Latin culture sank very 
low on the European continent and was even in danger of being 
submerged entirely by the Romance vernacular languages. When 
it was saved and renewed by Charlemagne, who gathered round 
him the foremost Latin scholars of Italy and England, it had def
initely become an artificial language, so different from the spoken 
Romance dialects that the people could no longer understand it. 
The only link between the two, a very important one to be sure, 
was the liturgy, whose most important words and most fre
quently repeated formulas became engraved on the popular mind. 
In French, which generally speaking moved farthest away from 
Latin of all the Romance languages, many ecclesiastical terms were 
taken over almost unchanged.

The period during which there was in Europe no cultivated 
society as we understand it, was very long, extending from 600 
at the latest to 1100 at the earliest, and even then the process of 
reconstruction was very slow. The ruling classes were uneducated 
for at least five hundred years. During this period certain courts, 
about which R. R. Bezzola has written an excellent book,52 were 
centers of culture. But in spite of Bezzola’s efforts there remain 
certain incontrovertible facts, which I shall here briefly outline,

52. Cf. above, n. 50.
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leaving exceptions and reservations for later: there was virtually 
no possibility of obtaining even an elementary education except 
in the Church schools; only in rare and exceptional cases did these 
schools accept students who were not destined for an ecclesiastical 
career;53 the education there administered had as its instrument a 
foreign language which was nowhere in use as the language of 
daily fife; the mother tongues had no culture, it was not even pos
sible to write them. By far the greater number of the small and 
medium landholders and, indeed, most of the great lords could 
neither read nor write; laymen who could do so with ease were 
very rare until far into the twelfth century.

Exceptions were the reigning families. Most of the kings and 
emperors enjoyed some education; some were highly educated and 
were among the leading minds of their day. Yet, as Marc Bloch 
has observed, there is a characteristic exception to this general 
rule: 54 when a new dynasty took power, the first king was still 
poorly educated, even though (as must always have been the case) 
he came of the high nobility; this state of affairs changed only 
with the second, or even the third, generation. This observation 
applies to the first Carolingians (even in the case of Charlemagne 
one still has the impression that he obtained his education only as 
an adult); it applies to the Frankish Emperor Conrad I, to the 
first Ludolfings Henry I and Otto I, and likewise to Hugh Capet. 
From this it seems to follow that not even an elementary educa
tion was customary in the families of dukes and other high feudal 
nobles. Still, we must not oversimplify. The culture of the early 
Middle Ages is very uneven; local tradition, wealth, inclination 
and talent, the availability of an able educator, and later, interest 
in political and intellectual questions played a considerable part; 
moreover, the accounts of the education of individual princes are 
so meager and often so schematic that it is hard to form a reliable 
judgment. Certain feudal lords of southern France seem at an

53. Cf. E . Lesne, Histoire de la propriete ecclesiastique en France, v, 43off.; 
see below, p. 282 and n. 86.

54. La Societe feodale, 1, 128 [Engl, edn., p. 79].



264 Literary Language and Its Public

early date to have been better educated than the princes of the 
north, and Wipo, chaplain of Conrad*II and author of the Vic- 
timae paschali sequence, expresses the belief in the 1 140’s (i.e., 
somewhat later than the period of which we have been speaking) 
that, the Italian nobility were better educated than theiijGerman 
peers.65 This passage is often cited, but it is couched in very gen
eral terms and is hard to verify. Moreover, it should not be. for
gotten that many members of the high clergy came of leading 
feudal families, that when chosen for the ecclesiastical career, they 
were given an appropriate education, and that some of them, such 
as Bruno of Cologne and certain Lorraine prelates of the tenth 
century, were learned and cultivated. A  few women of these cir
cles were also carefully educated and learned to have opinions of 
their own in intellectual matters. From all this it may be inferred 
that even during these centuries education and culture were fairly 
widespread in the ruling families, though in varying degree. Nev
ertheless one cannot speak of a lay culture and much less Of a 
“ cultivated society.” From the most elementary beginnings this 
culture was Latin;56 it was dispensed by ecclesiastics, and its very 
schematic content derived from the ecclesiastical and erudite tra
dition of late antiquity. Few laymen partook of it; thus all cul
tural life was in the hands of a small ecclesiastical elite. The vast 
majority of the well-to-do nobles were dependent for their en
tertainment on the arts of the mimi and histriones, or, especially 
in the Germanic countries, on the scops, or singers in the ver
nacular, who were long to play a considerable role. The two 
groups gradually merged. As soon as they tried to commit their 
vernacular repertory to writing, they were subjected, if only on 
technical grounds, to clerical influence. Or perhaps it would be 
more accurate to say that as soon as the members of the clergy

55. In his Tetralogus, addressed to Henry III. Cf. M. Manitius, Gesch. d. lat.
Lit. d. Mittelalters, n, 32if. For the much debated question of secular 
schools in northern Italy in the eleventh century and earlier, see the survey 
by H. Wieruszowski, “Arezzo as a Center of Learning . . . especially 
pp. 328f. and n. 28. 

j6. For Anglo-Saxon, see below.
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began to take an interest in vernacular literature, it came to be 
recorded occasionally in writing, and that this would have been 
impossible without their help.

Two of the courts that were cultural centers require special 
treatment even in this brief survey. First, of course, the Caro- 
lingian court in the ninth century. I should like the reader to bear 
in mind that the criteria according to which medieval cultural 
centers have hitherto been judged, though perfectly sound in 
themselves, are not conclusive in the present context. The study 
of the Latin tradition by a small circle does not imply the exist
ence of a literary public, and the restoration of correct Latin in 
the liturgy and administration is significant for us largely because, 
especially in the Gallo-Roman regions, it definitively cut the al
ready feeble ties of intelligibility between Latin and the vernac
ular languages, thus preparing the way for an independent devel
opment of the Romance literary languages. The Carolingian ren
aissance played an important part in preserving the European tra
dition; but essentially it was not so much a rebirth as an endeavor 
to preserve and transmit certain elements of ancient culture. The 
efforts of Charlemagne and his first successors to disseminate edu
cation more widely do not seem to have been successful. In the 
long run they were unable to raise the cultural level of the lower 
clergy or to create a class of educated laymen. Charlemagne’s 
learned entourage included a few laymen such as Einhard the 
chronicler, Angilbert,57 and his son Neithard; some of the Frank
ish nobles seem to have objected to all this learning at Charle
magne’s court; others must have taken a keen interest in it, other
wise such books as De institutione laicali, which Bishop Jonas of 
Orleans dedicated to a great lord of his diocese (perhaps Count 
Matfrid of Orleans) in the reign of Louis the Pious, could not 
have been written.58 But this book, like much of Carolingian lit
erature, is a clerical compilation. The culture of the Carolingian

57. Angilbert later became abbot of Saint-Riquier.
58. Cf. M. L. W . Laistner, Thought and Letters in Western Europe a .d .

$00 to 900, p. 256.
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court remained entirely within the clerical tradition of late an
tiquity, which Charlemagne merely adapted to new political aims 
arising from new conditions. This puts him at the beginning of 
the political Middle Ages. But he and his followers were still iso
lated; we sense no movement from below that might jjave sus
tained the Carolingian renaissance. The intellectual activity had 
its source in Charlemagne, in a few of his learned friends, and in 
a few of his successors in the next two generations; and it does 
not seem to have gone beyond this narrow circle. Everyone else 
seems to have remained inert, learning little and expressing noth
ing- ,

Einhard tells us (29) that Charlemagne had the barbarous old 
songs (barbara et antiquissima carmina) celebrating the wars and 
deeds of the old kings committed to writing,59 and even that he 
ordered (inchoavit) a grammar of his mother tongue, namely, the 
Frankish of the Rhineland. In addition, wishing the laity to un
derstand the laws, he decreed that they should be translated into 
all the vernacular languages and read aloud.60 The fragment of a 
ninth-century translation of the lex Salica, found on the cover of 
an incunabulum in Trier, is probably a monument to this decree.61 
It seems to have been his desire, if only for practical reasons, to 
make written languages of the vernacular tongues and above all 
of his own Frankish. But this effort brought little lasting results.

Under his successors, Louis the Pious and Louis the German, 
adaptations of the Gospels were written in the Germanic tongues. 
Some of these have been preserved complete in manuscripts spe
cially devoted to them; one such work is the rather popular Old 
Saxon Heliand, and another is the more learned gospel book of 
Otfried of Weissenburg. Otfried, who was clearly aware of the

59. Compare the well-known letter from Alcuin to Bishop Higbald of Lindis- 
fame (M G H  Epist. sel., iv, 181-184), in which Alcuin protests against 
the pleasure taken in “pagan” heroic songs. Charlemagne appears to have 
been more broad-minded and more farsighted in this matter.

60. A. Boretius (ed.), Capitularia regum Francorum, I, 234!., no. 116, cap. 11.
Cf. G . Ehrismann, Gesch. d. deutschen Lit. bis sum Ausgang d. Mittelalters 
(2nd edn.), 1, 353.

61. Ehrismann, ibid., 1, 352f.
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literary problems involved in his task, speaks of the pains he went 
to with his spelling, and there is no doubt that for a long time to 
come anyone attempting to render the sounds of the vernaculars 
in Latin signs was embarking on an arduous adventure. But apart 
from the Heliand and Otfried’s gospel book, the only vestiges of 
German literature we possess from the Carolingian period (we 
shall later make the same observation in connection with the early 
Romance literatures) were recorded on unused pages or in mar
gins of Latin manuscripts. The most important of these are the 
Wessobrunn Prayer, the Muspilli, the Old Saxon Genesis, the 
magic spells, and above all the only surviving example of the 
barbara et antiquissima carmina mentioned by Einhard, namely, 
the Hildebrandslied, which has come down to us in a theological 
manuscript from Cassel, where it was recorded incompletely, as 
space permitted, on the first and last pages. The Hildebrandslied 
was committed to writing (unless this version is already a copy) 
by two Saxon or perhaps even Anglo-Saxon monks. It is safe to 
say that all the vernacular texts recorded in the Carolingian pe
riod and, indeed, until the twelfth century were written down 
by scribes trained in clerical schools, for nowhere else could one 
learn to write. The people to whom these poems were addressed 
and most of the minstrels who sang them were illiterate.

In the Romance countries the Carolingian period witnessed only 
the barest beginnings of vernacular literature, but in England there 
was already a literary culture in the language of the people. This 
brings us to the second center of courtly culture of which I have 
to speak, the court of Alfred the Great in Wessex. The Anglo- 
Saxons were not converted to Christianity by foreign conquerors, 
nor were they, like the Franks in Gaul or the Lombards in Italy, 
a minority whose national character was absorbed by the older 
stratum of population. Their conversion did not in nearly equal 
degree impair their language and tradition. Far more of the old 
Germanic epic poetry dating back to the days of the migrations 
was preserved in England than on the continent, and the first 
Christian poetry in the vernacular made its appearance in the
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Anglo-Saxon world—an event which Bede records with all its leg
endary significance in his famous accoiTnt of Caedmon the bard. 
All this happened in the seventh or early eighth century; Boni
face, the Anglo-Saxon founder of the mission in Germany, lived 
in the same' period. Anglo-Saxon influence is discernible i# almost 
all old German Christian poetry. No doubt we should possess far 
more of the Anglo-Saxon literature of that time if the libraries 
and in general the culture of Northumbria had not been destroyed 
by the Danish raids. In any event the foundations of Anglo-Saxon 
literature were so firmly established that far more account was 
taken of the vernacular tongue in th? West Saxon educational re
form introduced by Alfred in the ninth century than in the com
parable Carolingian reform by which Alfred was influenced. Even 
as a child Alfred seems to have read Anglo-Saxon poems and 
learned them by heart. Later he himself wrote in this language; 
he translated the Latin works most important for his learned and 
educational purposes or had them translated by the scholars of 
his entourage. He also took measures to ensure the elementary 
education of young nobles and, it would seem, of many com
moners as well, and this educational activity was carried on largely 
in Anglo-Saxon.62 All this presupposed a standardization of spell
ing and grammar, at least in the West Saxon tongue, something 
that was not achieved until much later on the continent. This 
achievement was probably due to Alfred himself, who in this re
spect was more successful than Charlemagne and certainly had 
abler helpers.63 The ninth and tenth centuries were marked by 
vigorous literary activity which continued down to the Norman 
Conquest and did not entirely cease even then. To this period be
long the manuscripts in which the Anglo-Saxon monuments of 
the seventh and eighth centuries have come down to us, the Beo-

62. The most important sources, cited and discussed in all relevant studies, 
are chapters 75 and 102 of the biography of Alfred by Asser (ed. W . H. 
Stevenson), together with Alfred’s own preface to the translation of 
Gregory the Great, Regula pastoralis (ed. and tr. H. Sweet). Aelfric’s 
Latin grammar in the Anglo-Saxon language dates from about 1000.

63. In Germany there is nothing comparable until much later, at the begin
ning of the eleventh century, at Saint Gall, under Notker Labeo.
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wulf manuscript of the British Museum, the Archbishop Usher 
manuscript of early Christian poetry at Oxford, the Book of Ex
eter, and the Vercelli manuscript. In spite of all this no “ cultivated 
society” or “ literary public” in our use of the terms developed in 
England under Alfred the Great and his successors. The writing 
of the period is clerical, erudite, and didactic, and there is no sign 
of the liberal-mindedness characteristic of a true literary move
ment. Nevertheless the nobility did participate in this literary ac
tivity. Quite possibly their example may have contributed to the 
significant development of Old French and Anglo-Norman litera
ture, brought about by the conquerors in the twelfth century; for 
it is among the high Norman nobility that we discern the first 
indications that a new literary public was beginning to take form. 
Bezzola believes 64 that the conquerors developed their own ver
nacular literature in competition with that of the native nobility. 
This view is not entirely unfounded. But between the Norman 
Conquest and the independent and characteristic development of 
courtly literature in the West French and Anglo-Norman sphere, 
at least eighty years elapsed, and the character of this literature 
is fundamentally different from that of Anglo-Saxon literature. A  
new world had come into being.

Latin, which in this whole period down to the twelfth century 
was virtually the sole vehicle of intellectual life and written com
munication, and which even afterward lost this position of pre
dominance only very gradually, was a foreign language that had 
to be learned; in the Germanic and Celtic countries this had al
ways been the case, and in the Romance regions it had been true 
since the early Carolingian period at the latest. Latin was cut off 
from the spoken language and scarcely affected by its develop
ment. Still, it would not be correct to call it a dead language; even 
before 1100 this was not the case, and afterward still less so. Me
dieval Latin was extremely varied from the first, and from the 
eleventh century on it produced an abundance of new and living 
forms. The language was not static except for the spelling and

64. Origines, 1, 238L



morphology, and these only relatively so. The vocabulary, syntax, 
style level, and versification were so ifchly varied that one can 
speak of many different worlds of medieval Latin. Consequently 
no specialist in the subject has ever attempted to characterize it 
as a whole,'much less write its inner history. m.

The period before 1100, that is, before the flood of polemical 
works inspired by the investiture conflict, was relatively dead 
and stagnant. The prose works of the time were theological 
(exegetic, polemical, homiletic) or didactic in the broadest sense. 
There were also chronicles, biographies, collections of letters, 
laws, and documents. The poetry was extremely varied, for side 
by side with the learned verse in ancient meters, cultivated for 
example at the Carolingian court, there were liturgical poems in 
accentual meters, in which rhyme was beginning to develop. Be
cause of their official function, because of the music that accom
panied them, and because parts of them at least could be under
stood by the audience as a whole, these were perhaps the most 
influential element of the Latin literature of the time. The same 
period witnessed the first sequences—a momentous development— 
and the beginnings of the liturgical drama. But this is not all. From 
the very earliest years there had been accentual poems both of a 
manneristic and of a semipopular character; in the latter we seem 
to catch an occasional echo of the vernacular poetry. In prose as 
in poetry the style levels are extremely varied. We find turns of 
phrase which almost suggest the vernacular and at times possess 
a rough dignity. There are almost perfect imitations of classical 
symmetry, and most of the theological and philosophical works 
reveal a certain classical tradition based chiefly on Augustine and 
Gregory the Great. At the same time, sometimes even in clumsy 
writers, we find the most immoderate mannerism, exceeding that 
of late antiquity in extravagance and absurdity; in those days very 
few writers were entirely free from a taste for complicated trifling 
with words. The variety of this literature becomes even more evi
dent when we compare concrete examples. Side by side with the 
comparatively simple prose of Bede or Paulus Diaconus or such
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almost classical stylists as Lupus of Ferrieres or Gerbert of Auril- 
lac, we find such expressive mannerists as Rather of Verona or 
Bruno of Querfurt. And what a gulf there is in poetry between 
the elegance of Walafrid or the genius of Gottschalk and the 
awkward and manneristic Abbo of Saint-Germain. But in addition 
there is Notker’s sequence; there are pieces, such as the Benevento 
poem on Ludwig or the Carmen de Fontaneto, in which the con
struction comes close to the vernacular. And finally let us not for
get Hrotswith of Gandersheim. Other scholars would give a dif
ferent selection of names and works; it is somewhat a matter of 
individual taste or the direction one’s studies have taken. In any 
event a comparatively small production reveals a whole diversity 
of style. This resulted in part from the fragmentation of the 
literary milieu, which before and after the unification under 
Charlemagne was dispersed among a number of isolated schools 
with widely divergent standards and traditions. But it also had to 
do with the many different functions performed by the written 
language at a time when there was no social class possessed of a 
literary taste that might have produced a regulative effect. Latin 
was the language of the administration, of the liturgy, of learning, 
of historiography, of epideictic court poetry; it was all this in 
one, and in addition it was the only instrument by which the ex
perience and feeling of the individual or the community could be 
expressed in writing. It may well be that in those centuries experi
ence and feeling had developed little maturity of form and articu
lation, and that Latin with its almost overarticulated structure 
was not the most suitable instrument for the direct expression of 
the experience and feeling of the early Middle Ages. But here the 
Christian, Augustinian element, the sermo humilis, sometimes func
tioned as a mediator, enabling certain authors even in the early 
Middle Ages—Gottschalk and especially Rather of Verona, for ex
ample—to express themselves fully in Latin.

In the eleventh century a change set in. An inner movement, 
probably stimulated by the monastic reforms of the tenth century, 
made itself felt in European society. At first the movement was
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local and limited in its aims, but it gradually spread, giving rise to 
conflicts, ideas, controversies, and new rfiovements, which released 
new ideas, conflicts, and undertakings. The movement against the 
feudalization and corruption of the Church, against simony, led 
to the investiture conflict and the related crises, which ̂ in turn 
provoked the beginnings of political thought in post-Roman 
Europe. All this agitation was reflected in the great heresies, the 
idea of a holy war, and the Crusades, which did so much to broaden 
the cultural and economic horizon. A  European art was born, first 
Romanesque, then Gothic; a new and characteristic scientific 
method was developed in philosophy and jurisprudence. Gradu
ally more and more people became involved in these movements 
and awakened to intellectual self-awareness. In maturing, thought 
and sensibility molded appropriate instruments of expression. Ulti
mately this development transformed the vernacular tongues into 
independent literary languages. But at first they were quite un
prepared for such a task. Latin had an enormous head start, it en
joyed enormous prestige as a literary language and, as would 
soon become apparent, still possessed enormous powers of adapta
tion. Only gradually could the vernaculars begin to compete with 
it; only with Dante did they seriously take up the struggle with 
Latin; and not until the sixteenth century, with its vernacular 
humanism and the related classicism of the academies, was the 
struggle finally decided in their favor.

In any event it is almost miraculous how Latin, which for so 
long had been virtually a dead language, began in the eleventh 
century to take on new life and to put forth the most variegated 
flowers. First came the new development of the hymns and se
quences, which, though most strikingly exemplified by Adam of 
Saint-Victor, began as early as the eleventh century ( Verbum 
boniim et suave). The special flavor of this liturgical poetry de
rives from the ingenious combination of varied phonetic effects 
with equally varied typological metaphors.65 Later, under the

65. Cf. my essay “Dante’s Prayer to the Virgin (Paradiso, xxxm) and Earlier
Eulogies.”
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influence of the Dominicans and Franciscans, a new change set 
in; hymns richer in dogmatic content or feeling (Adoro te and 
Stabat Mater) were composed. An entirely different but equally 
new variety of Latin poetry was that of the itinerant students, 
or goliards. Between the eleventh and the thirteenth centuries the 
number of those who taught and learned Latin must have increased 
enormously—in the cities, where gradually independent universities 
developed, the students became a conspicuous and sometimes tur
bulent section of the population; scholars also became far more 
numerous than before at courts both large and small. This entire 
group was the source of the famous Latin poetry of the goliards, 
for the most part erotic or satirical, occasionally religious in con
tent, and often coming close to the vernacular languages in syntax. 
Some of the Cambridge carmina show that here again the tradition 
extends back at least to the eleventh century; but the great period, 
that of Hugh Primas of Orleans and the Archpoet, was the mid
twelfth century. Still another, entirely different trend in the Latin 
of this time was rhetorical mannerism. Going back directly in an 
unbroken chain to late antiquity, it achieved triumphs in philo- 
sophico-allegorical poetry in the twelfth century (Alan of Lille) 
and in the thirteenth attained a new flowering in the ars dictaminis 
that dominated the prose of the Italian chancelleries. Its methods— 
rhythmical movement of clauses, rhymed prose, sound patterns 
and figures of speech, unusual vocabulary, complex and pompous 
sentence structure—stem from the ancient tradition, but now they 
are used more freely, richly, and organically. The conception of 
sublime style underlying this mannerism still exerted a powerful 
influence on Dante’s generation and on Dante himself.

Be that as it may, the Latin literature of the high Middle Ages 
reveals two main trends, significant in their own time and for the 
future as well; one was pre-humanist and rhetorical, the other 
scholastic and dialectical. Much has been written about the human
ism of the twelfth century. There had long been occasional pro
ficient imitators of the classical Latin authors; with the end of the 
eleventh century they became numerous, and though this imitation



of antiquity did not give rise to a view of the world and of history 
such as later made its appearance in humanism proper, many of 
these writers developed a distinctly classical sense of style. This 
was true not only of such celebrated writers as Hildebert of 
Lavardin or John of Salisbury, or such authors of classical epics 
as Walter of Chatillon and Joseph of Exeter, but also of many 
mystico-typological authors who are not ordinarily considered in 
this connection, such as Hugh of Saint-Victor or Bernard of Clair- 
vaux. At least from the standpoint of style it is a misunderstanding 
to call Bernard of Clairvaux an antihumanist. Antischolastic, yes, 
but he was one of the great masters of Christian rhetoric. His style 
derives from Cicero by way of Augustine; among those employing 
the theological sermo humilis of the Middle Ages, it is he who came 
closest to the classical tradition.

The dialectical, scientific Latin of scholasticism developed in a 
direction contrary to humanistic rhetoric. Scholasticism exerted a 
revolutionary effect on the language, for, breaking drastically with 
the tradition of literary Latin, which had hitherto been essentially 
rhetorical and even manneristic, it concentrated for the first time 
on scientific accuracy. For scientific purposes the isolation of 
medieval Latin from everyday usage proved to be a significant 
advantage. This circumstance—the freedom of words from current 
associations—made it relatively easy for theology and philosophy 
(as well as jurisprudence, which, to be sure, had a tradition to refer 
back to) to create a clear and precise language in which to express 
their specialized concepts. This of course required the use of neol
ogisms which sounded barbarous to the classically trained ear 
and the abandonment of the harmonious sentence structure of 
classical rhetoric. But the great achievements of scholastic logic, 
its combination and creation of ideas, would not have been pos
sible without such an instrument; and such an instrument could 
have developed at that time only on the basis of a pre-existing 
written language distinct from the spoken tongue.

Scholastic Latin emerged with the generation of Abelard; in 
the thirteenth century, thanks to the controversy over Arabic
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Aristotelianism and the influence of the mendicant orders, it at
tained the peak of its development and achieved wide currency. 
Somewhat larger circles were initiated into the vital philosophical 
questions of the day, such as: Was the world created, or is it 
eternal? Is the individual soul or only a world soul, the intellectus 
agens, immortal? During the thirteenth century scholastic dialectic 
almost entirely crowded out the rhetorical humanistic tendencies, 
and it was not until Petrarch’s generation that humanism reawak
ened. The struggle between these two forms of the learned lan
guage was something new. In late antiquity, especially in Rome, 
where science had never achieved any autonomy, specialization 
ranked low, and what knowledge was to be recognized as worth 
knowing had to be expressed in a generally intelligible, rhetorical 
form. Now, an urgent demand for exact, specialized knowledge 
gave rise to an antirhetorical tendency, which laid claim to intel
lectual leadership. Humanistic reactions, both classical and Chris
tian in inspiration, soon made themselves felt; the humanists vaunted 
the man of universal culture, expressing himself in well-chosen but 
generally intelligible terms as opposed to the mere specialist and 
his jargon. This conflict persisted for centuries in innumerable 
forms, varying with the needs and conditions of each particular 
period. From the beginning there was an inner contradiction within 
the humanistic trend: on the one hand it espoused the ideal of 
an elegant mode of expression, readily intelligible to an elite of 
many-sided culture, in opposition to the barbarous learned language 
of the scholastics; on the other it fought for the model on which 
this style was based, classical Latin, which had to be learned in 
the schools. This problem became urgent and ripe for solution 
when a high society expressing itself in the vernacular, a “public,” 
began to make its appearance, and the solution was the vernacular 
humanism in which the literary languages of antiquity served no 
longer as means of expression but only as models and prototypes 
for literary expression in the vernacular.

If we survey the Latin of the period we have been discussing, 
and in particular of the twelfth century, we are amazed and often
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delighted to note how much more richness and originality of 
thought, how much more intensity a fid directness of feeling it 
expresses than the Latin of the earlier Middle Ages. In every 
domain of thought the vernacular literature lagged far behind; 
intellectual' matters were beyond its scope. It was onjjf in the 
thirteenth century, and then very slowly and spottily, that all 
this began to change. But richness of feeling and expression made 
its appearance almost simultaneously in Provencal lyric poetry 
and in Latin, in the poetry of the wandering scholars and in typo
logical hymns in the manner of Adam of Saint-Victor. French soon 
followed, and most of the other vernacular languages somewhat 
later, toward 1200. Latin had behind it a long classical and Christian 
tradition; both its forms and its stock of ready-made themes gave 
it an advantage over the vernaculars; and furthermore clerics 
schooled in Latin possessed a monopoly on writing. But this de
velopment in Latin letters took place in the late eleventh and in 
the twelfth century; if after long stagnation the power of Latin 
writers to express themselves revived so forcefully at the very 
moment when the vernacular languages were also beginning to 
awaken, we must conclude that both movements sprang from a 
common source. True, there are demonstrable economic factors, 
greater prosperity, more freedom of travel and commerce, in
creasing population, more social life in the cities. As a result of 
all this more people participated directly or indirectly in intel
lectual and artistic movements, and this made for a greater likeli
hood that talents would be discovered and developed. But all in 
all, the spontaneous force which at a given moment gives rise 
to such movements and enables them to unfold is no more subject 
to analysis than the force which gives rise to individual talents.

In the twelfth century Latin performed a unique function. 
Those who really mastered it, though far more numerous than 
before, were still a small minority composed entirely of learned 
clerics. And yet the life of the times began to find expression in 
Latin: in hymns, in the satirical and polemical poems of the 
itinerant scholars, in chronicles and historico-mystical speculations,
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and sometimes even in didactic allegories. Despite the strong scho
lastic tinge of this literature, it discloses more universal trends and 
moods. The situation was unusual and not an easy one to analyze 
or describe. There existed a very ancient learned language, acces
sible only to a body of specially trained readers, and yet this 
language began to put forth new shoots, bearing witness to the 
rise of new ideas and new modes of feeling. At the same time 
the popular tongues were gradually attaining self-awareness, 
though at first literary expression in the vernaculars was limited 
to lyric poetry and to narrative. In many respects the vernacular 
still required Latin tutelage, but sustained by other, broader sec
tions of the population, they followed their own inherent motiva
tions. Little by little they rose to maturity and in the end fashioned 
a literary public of their own.

We must now deal with this rise of the vernacular languages. 
It began in Gallo-Roman territory, then in other Romance coun
tries. What we have said of the first written records of Old High 
German (pp. is also true of the first Romance writings. A
few have come down to us from as early as the ninth century. But 
manuscripts in any appreciable number are preserved only from the 
thirteenth century on. We have few from the twelfth century, 
and from earlier centuries we possess not a single manuscript de
voted exclusively or even principally to a Romance text.66 The 
Strasbourg Oaths of 843 appear in the midst of Neithard’s Latin 
text. The Eulalia sequence, from the end of the ninth century, is 
written on an unused sheet of a patristic text copied at the mon
astery of Saint-Amand sur 1’Elnon; it is followed by the Old High 
German Ludmgslied, written at about the same time and, rather 
surprisingly, in the same hand. (Thus there were those whose 
recording activities included the Rhenish-Frankish language as 
well as Gallo-Romanic.) The Passion du Christ and the Vie de 
Saint Leger were written in the unused space of a Latin glossary 
compiled during the tenth or early eleventh century in Clermont-

66. An excellent treatment of the subject is provided by so early a writer as
Paul Meyer in “Anciennes Poesies religieuses en langue d’oc.”
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Ferrand. The still uninterpreted but impressive Provencal refrain 
of a Latin alba, or dawn song {UAlba par umet mar . . .) 67 was 
inscribed beside a column of Latin notae juris in the free space of 
a manuscript from Fleury-sur-Loire, now in' the Vatican (prob
ably .tenth or early eleventh century). The earliest docufljient of 
any length in Provencal is, to my knowledge, a fragment of the 
Song of Boethius; it occupies the last seven pages (further pages 
are missing) of a tenth-century manuscript, also from Fleury-sur- 
Loire and now in Orleans; the preceding 268 pages are taken up 
with Latin sermons and parts of the Bible.68 Among early Italian 
texts we might mention the riddle in,verse Boves se pareba, in the 
margin of a liturgical manuscript (Oraziofiale mozarabico) in the 
Biblioteca Capitolare in Verona, written as early as the early ninth 
century; the formulas for legal testimony in the region of Monte- 
cassino, written about 960, in the Latin text of the protocol;69 and 
perhaps the inscription on a mural painting in the lower church of 
San Clemente in Rome,70 which must be assigned to the late 
eleventh century. Even then, in the eleventh and early twelfth 
centuries, manuscripts entirely in the vernacular are very rare, 
though fragments of all sorts are comparatively frequent. The 
sixteen sheets of the Leiden manuscript of the Provencal Sancta 
Fides might in a pinch be termed an independent manuscript be
cause they were devoted chiefly to the poem; but Ernest Hoepffner 
has proved that the Leiden fragment was removed from a far 
larger Latin manuscript (again from Fleury-sur-Loire).71 The 
oldest manuscript of the Vie de Saint Alexis, in Flildesheim, dates 
from the twelfth century, likewise the famous Oxford manuscript 
of the Chanson de Roland; and the London manuscript of the

67. M G H  Poet., h i ,  702, n. 6; the text has frequently been reprinted, for 
example, in Forster-Koschwitz, Altfranzdsisches Ubungsbuch (6th edn.), 
pp. 265ff (with a survey of the attempts at interpretation), and in 
K . Vossler, Die Dichtungsformen der Romanen, pp. 153^

68. Cf. P. Meyer in Romania, 1 (1872), 227.
69. F. A. Ugolini (ed.), Testi antichi italiani, pp. 1 and 129; Walther von 

Wartburg, Raccolta di testi antichi italiani, p. 7.
70. Ugolini, p. 134; cf. also E. Monaci, Crestomazia italiana dei primi secoli 

(new edn. by F. Arese), pp. 7f.
71. E . Hoepffner and P. Alfaric (eds.), La Chanson de Sainte-Foy, 1, 3-19.
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Chanson de Guillaume, from the thirteenth. In all three cases the 
works themselves seem to have originated several decades or even 
a whole century earlier.72 If, with this in mind, we look through 
Grober’s Liedersammlungen der Troubadours73 or the list of 
manuscripts of the Provencal troubadours in Pillet-Carstens,74 it 
becomes clear that not only the original breus de pergamina (Jaufre 
Rudel), the song sheets, have gone astray, but also the twelfth- 
century collections whose existence is postulated by Grober75 
and some of which at least must have been in the hands of the 
joglars; Pillet-Carstens does not list a single manuscript from the 
twelfth century. Jeanroy’s Bibliographie sommaire des chanson- 
niers frangais suggests the same conclusion;76 the great French song 
collections begin with the thirteenth century. However, we do 
find a number of vernacular fragments and remnants from the 
twelfth century. Examples are the Sponsus 77 or the paraphrase of 
the Song of Songs in Latin manuscripts of the Bibliotheque Na
tional; the Franco-Provencal Alexander fragment in a Latin 
manuscript of the Laurenziana in Florence; the Ritmo Cassinese 
in Montecassino; and many more may be found in the anthologies. 
Among Spanish documents I might mention the Auto de los tres 
reyes, which is written in the unused space of a twelfth-century 
Latin manuscript devoted to exegetical writings. To the same class

72. The oldest MSS of the Chansons de geste are listed by L. Gautier, Les 
epopees frangaises (2nd edn.), 1, 224-228. These are the so-called jongleur 
manuscripts; they are small in size, carelessly executed, and badly worn. 
Thus it seems very likely that they were part of the jongleurs’ repertory.
Cf. also Laborde’s La Chanson de Roland, which contains (pp. 1-50)
C. Samaran, “Ltude historique et paleographique.” See especially pp. 
36-41.

73. Romanische Studien, n (1877).
74. Bibliographie der Troubadours, pp. x-xliv. Cf. also the chronological table 

in C. Brunei, Bibliographie des manuscrits litteraires en ancien provengal, 
pp. 11 if.

75. Loc. cit., pp. 356f.—The existence of the breus de pergamina and of early 
collections in general is denied for good reasons (though they do not 
apply to every individual case) but without sufficient chronological dis
crimination by F. Gennrich, “Die Repertoire-Theorie.”

76. Les Classiques frangais du Moyen Age: Manuels.
77. The very interesting manuscript {1139 fonds latin) comes from Saint- 

Martial at Limoges and is described in the Catalogue general des manu
scrits latins (Bibliotheque Nationale) , ed. P. Lauer, 1, 415L



belong no doubt the recently deciphered and now well-known 
cancioncillas de amigo, preserved as tlTe conclusions (jarcha) of 
Hebrew (and Arabic) poems in an Arabic poetic form (muwas- 
saha); 78 some of these strophes assuredly date back far into the 
eleventh century, and they may be much older. The manuscripts 
are indeed from a later period, but the method of recording must 
have been the same from the first. Finally I wish to mention the 
only document of the Rhaeto-Romanic literature of the Middle 
Ages to have come down to us, namely, an interlinear translation of 
a Latin homily, inscribed probably at the beginning of the twelfth 
century in a much older Latin manuscript (in Einsiedeln).79

Even if there should be a few gaps and inaccuracies in this 
compilation (the dating of certain manuscripts is controversial), 
it gives a picture of the situation: we possess written documenta
tion in the vernacular languages from the ninth, tenth, and eleventh 
centuries, but they are still fragmentary, and even in the twelfth 
century fully recorded works and manuscripts of any length are 
very rare. This confirms what may be presumed from other evi
dence: that there were no readers of the vernacular languages and 
that the rare persons who did read read the literary language, which 
in Christian Europe was Latin. Nevertheless there were persons at 
a very early date who ventured to commit vernacular compo
sition to writing.80 Let us attempt on the basis of the available

78. Of the extensive literature, I list what I myself have read: D. Alonso in 
Revista de filologia espaiiola, xxxm (1949), 297®.; L. Spitzer in Compara
tive Literature, iv (1952), 1-22; P. Le Gentil, Le Virelai et le villancico.

79. Cf. T . Gartner, Handbuch der ratoromanischen Sprache und Literatur, 
pp. 274-278.

80. Cf. What has been said above, in connection with Otfried von Weissen- 
burg, pp. 266f. The two extremes between which the recorders of Romance 
texts moved are Latinism and a phonetic reproduction of the native dialect.
Cf. C. Beaulieux, Histoire de I’orthographe frangaise, 1, 30-34. But the 
method is often arbitrary and haphazard. Ferdinand Lot adduced good 
reasons for the view that it is pointless to try to establish the dialect of the 
Oaths of Strasbourg (Romania, l x v , i45ff.’). Complicated situations arise 
in Old German as well when the scribe copied a document composed in 
some idiom other than his own. The only vulgar tongue to have developed 
a written koine by late Carolingian times is probably Anglo-Saxon, see 
pp. 267(1., above. On the attempts to create an Old High German written 
language, see Brigitta Schreyer in Braune, Paul, and Sievers, Beitrage zur 
Gesch. der deutschen Sprache und Literatur (1951),
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material to determine on what occasions and for what purposes 
this was done.

First of all there were juridical or political statements, the 
exact wording of which it was important to record. The most 
important document of this kind is the Strasbourg Oaths, but the 
Montecassino declarations of witnesses and a few similar frag
ments belong to the same class. It should be added that there 
are documents dating from shortly after the year 1000, the earlier 
of which are written partially and others wholly in the vernacu
lar.81 But the Strasbourg Oaths in themselves show what would be 
self-evident in any case, that not only the testimony of witnesses 
in legal proceedings but also declarations of great political impor
tance were couched in the vernacular; such documents required 
carefully prepared texts, to be preserved in the archives. The meet
ing in Strasbourg was not the only event of this kind.82 Even in 
a much later day the kings, princes, and barons with rare exceptions 
(cf. above, pp. 262!?.) knew little or no Latin. These lords spoke to 
one another in the vernacular, and even when the document in 
which the results of their negotiations were recorded was in Latin, 
the notes taken by the clerici in the course of the discussions were 
often in the vernacular. Moreover, even bishops and other high 
ecclesiastics did not always carry on their business together in 
Latin; many would have been unable to; even at synods the pro
ceedings do not seem to have usually been conducted in Latin.83

Most frequently, the vernacular writings were religious and, 
particularly, hagiographic. There was a widespread need for such

81. See H. Bresslau, Handbuch der Urkm denlehre (2nd edn.), 11: 1, 38iff.;
M. Raynouard, Choix des poesies originales des Troubadours, 11, 48-72;
A. Giry, Manuel de diplo?natique, pp. 464-476. The Provenjal texts are 
reproduced by C. Brunei, Les Plus Anciennes Chartes en langue provengale 
and in the Supplement published in 1952.

82. Another similar oath, which survives only in a Latin version, was sworn 
by Carolingian rulers at Koblenz in 860 (A. Boretius ted.], Capitularia 
regum Francorum, n, 152-158) .—The phrasing is formulaic and, as the 
controversy between A. Ewert (“The Strasburg Oaths” ) and M. Roques 
(“Les Serments de Strasbourg” ) has shown, is frequently similar to Latin 
formulations used in other protocols of agreement made by the three 
brothers.

83. Cf. Richer, Historiarum 4.100, on the Synod of Mouzon in 995.
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literature, which was indispensable as a means of exerting direct 
influence on the laity. The Latin liturgy was only half intelligible 
to the great mass of the faithful and even to some of the clergy
men who took an active part in it. In principle the sermon was the 
only part of the service couched in the vernacular, but it alone 
did not suffice for the instruction and guidance of the congrega
tions. Furthermore, it seems likely that over a period of centuries 
few sermons were delivered in most of the churches and that 
those were very poor. Caesarius of Arles#had already complained 
that his bishops did not w i|li to preach and claimed to be unable 
to.84 It is hard to say how deep and lasting an effect was produced 
by the decisions, perhaps suggested by Caesarius, of the second 
Council of Vaison in 529, calling on the priests to train their 
successors (presbyterial schools).85 The attempts of Charlemagne 
to provide for the education of the lower clergy seem to have 
been a total failure.86 In the councils of the ninth century, where 
the problem of sermons in the vernacular was discussed for the 
first time, the translation of patristic homilies was recommended 
and collections of Latin models were compiled (that of Paulus 
Diaconus dates from the end of the eighth century). From the 
late eighth century we also have the recommendation qui scripturas 
nescit saltern notissimum dicat,'37 and from the second half of the
84. See above, pp. 895.
85. Marrou, Hist, de Veduc., pp. 442L [Amer. edn., p. 336].
86. Cf. E . Lesne, Hist, de la propriete eccles. en France, v: 15ft.; 414®., and 

passim; also P. Mandonnet, “ La Crise scolaire au debut du X IIIe 
siecle . . .” ; and, finally, some material in P. Delhaye, “ I/Organisation 
scolaire au X IIe siecle.”
Hortamur vos paratos esse ad docendas plebes. Qui scripturas scit 
praedicet scripturas: qui vero nescit, saltern hoc quod notissimum est 
plebibus dicat. . . . Nullus ergo se excusare poterit, quod non habeat 
linguam, unde possit aliquem aedificare (W e exhort you to be ready to 
teach the people. He who knows the Scriptures, let him preach the 
Scriptures; but he who does not know them, let him at least tell the 
people what he knows best. . . . Then no one will be able to shirk his 
duty on the pretext that he has no tongue to edify someone). From the 
Capitulate^ ad parochiae suae sacerdotes of Bishop Theodulf of Orleans,
797; text in Hardouin’s Acta conciliorum, iv, col. 918.—A t the beginning 
of the ninth century the councils (Tours and Mainz, 813) recommend 
the use of the vulgar tongue in preaching in order that all may under
stand more easily what is said (quo facilius cuncti possint intelligere quae 
dicuntur).
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tenth century a few sentences from the Synodica of Rather of 
Verona (Ad presbyteros . . .  12) that are worth citing here: 88

De ministerio etiam vobis commisso vos admonere cura- 
mus, ut unusquisque vestrum, si fieri potest, expositionem 
symboli et orationis Dominicae juxta traditionem ortho- 
doxorum penes se scriptam habeat, et earn pleniter intelligat, 
et inde, si novit, praedicando populum sibi commissum 
sedulo instruat. . . . Orationes missarum et canonem bene 
intelligat; et si non, saltern memoriter ac distincte proferre 
valeat.
Furthermore, in connection with the ministry that has been en
trusted to you, we urgently recommend that if possible each one 
of you have in his possession an explanation of the Creed and 
the Lord’s Prayer according to the orthodox tradition, learn to 
understand it fully, and then, i f  he is able, conscientiously instruct 
his flock in sermons. . . . Let him fully understand the prayers 
and Canon of the Mass, or if he cannot do that, at least learn them 
properly by heart and say them plainly and clearly.

Throughout the Middle Ages pictorial representation played an 
important role in the religious education of the people. In a 
passage that is significant for a number of reasons,89 Gregory the 
Great had already declared that painting fulfilled the same func
tion for the ignorant as writing for those able to read; and recent 
investigations and discoveries seem to indicate that mural paint
ings, which were relatively inexpensive, were common even in 
the smaller churches at a much earlier date than was formerly 
supposed.90 But all this was no adequate substitute for instruction 
and indoctrination in the mother tongue; there was the most 
urgent need for a popular Christian literature in the vernacular. 
In connection with the word “popular,” I wish to repeat that in

88. PL, cxxxvi, 563f. The italics, naturally, are mine.
89. PL, l x x v i i , 1128.
90. Cf., for instance, H. Focillon, Peintures romanes des eglises de France. 

Fine reproductions are to be found in Paul H. Michel, Romanesque Wall 
Paintings in France. Most of this painting is post-Carolingian, but some is 
much older. Early medieval wall paintings are preserved in Lorsch, Auxerre, 
Saint-Denis, Miistair (Grisons), in the Reichenau, probably at Castelseprio 
near Milan, and elsewhere. See also E. W . Anthony, Romanesque Frescoes.
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this context the “ people” may be taken to include all those who 
did not read and understand Latin without difficulty, that is, 
nearly the whole nobility and a considerable part of the clergy; 
and in reference to the word “ literature,”  that these works were 
intended to.be heard and not read, in other words, to be sung or 
read aloud. None of what was written down in a vernacular 
language before the end of the twelfth century was addressed to 
readers, and even in the second half of the twelfth century readers 
in the vernacular were very rare; thosjp who were sufficiently 
educated to read with ease- read Latin. It would also be a mistake 
to interpret my word “ popular” to mean “free from learned in
fluences” ; “popularity” of this kyid did not exist in the European 
Middle Ages, since clerical or clerically educated scribes presided 
over everything that found its way into writing. Even the most 
profoundly popular poetry that has come down to us from the 
early Middle Ages includes forms of classical origin. Nevertheless 
the word “ popular,” as applied by Romantic philologists to the 
beginnings of medieval literature in the vernacular languages, is 
quite justified; since there was no class educated in the vernacular 
to impose its taste, the most deep-seated preoccupations of the 
people found expression in this literature.91

Thus the early Christian literature in the vernaculars, of which 
the surviving texts form only a small part, was intended to be 
read aloud to the faithful, though it is not always entirely clear 
by whom and on what occasions. It seems that on certain holidays, 
at certain services, more on a regional than on a general basis, the 
vulgar tongue was occasionally used in the liturgy itself; in any 
event vernacular compositions were read in close connection with 
i t 92 in the church or outside it or in cloisters, by clerics and also

91. Of course, this did not prevent great lords, who were at the same time 
princes of the Church and able to read Latin, from taking an interest 
in literature written in the vulgar tongue. W e know from the letters of 
the cathedral schoolteacher Meinhard written about 1060 (C. Erdmann 
and N. Fickermann, Briefscnmnlungen der 'Leit Heinrichs IV ., particularly 
letter 73, p. 121) that this was true of Bishop Gunther of Bamberg.

92. This is attested for the so-called Epitres farcies, the best known example 
of which is the Epitre de Stephan (Forster-Koschwitz, Altfranz. Ubungs-
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by jongleurs. Although most ecclesiastical pronouncements on the 
subject express undiminished disapproval of mimi et ioculatores,93 
a collaboration seems to have developed in many places between 
the clergy and the jongleurs 94 by the eleventh century, so much

buch [6th edn.], cols. 167-172; a Provenfal text is reproduced by C. Appel, 
Provenzalische Chrestomathie [4th edn.], No. 104, pp. 145-147). See E. 
Martene, De antiquis ecclesiae ritibus (ed. novissima), 1, 102; 111, 35 and 39.
It is also attested for songs used during the vigils; on this, see P. Alfaric, 
historical commentary on the Chanson de Sainte Foy d ’Agen, n, 68ff., 
which is based on a passage of the Liber miracidorum Sancte Fidis 2.12, 
ed. A. Bouillet, pp. 120-122; but I am not convinced that all his conclu
sions are tenable. Cf. E . Martene, hi, 18 (lib. iv, cap. vii, x). Alfaric also 
mentions a Provencal strophe which would require a precise liturgical 
commentary; it is found in the MS from Saint-Martial, which also contains 
the Sponsus, and which is reproduced, among others, by P. Meyer, “An- 
ciennes Poesies religieuses,” 492, where see particularly n. 3. T o  the same 
category belong the insertions in the vulgar tongue found in liturgical 
plays, some of which go back to the eleventh century; the most cele
brated example is the Sponsus, written in Latin mixed with French; also 
the early paraliturgical plays entirely in the vulgar tongue, for example, 
the Repraesentatio Adae from Tours and the Spanish Misterio de los reyes 
magos. These texts have survived by chance, each in a single copy, and do 
not give the impression of being the first and earliest of their kind.—For 
the use of the vulgar tongue in Jewish religious services, cf. H. Peri 
(Pflaum), “Prayer in the Vernacular during the Middle Ages,” and “ Old 
French Poems from the Mahzor.”

93. They also serve to show that certain relations had existed for a long time 
previously; time and again the clergy were expressly forbidden to take 
excessive interest in the recitations and tricks of the mimes, or, for that 
matter, themselves to take part in such performances.

94. O f the very extensive literature on these questions, I shall mention the 
two well-known books by E. Faral, Les Jongleurs . . . , and R. Menendez 
Pidal, Poesia juglaresca y juglares. Pidal uses the term clerigo ajuglarado. 
Much interesting material is to be found in A. E. Schonbach in SitzBer. 
Wien, cxm : 7 (1900), 56-89; in V . de Bartholomaeis, “ Giullari Farfensi” ; 
in A. Viscardi, Le origini, pp. 466ff. For the position and growth of the 
clergy, see P. Delhaye, “L ’Organisation scolaire,” particularly the first few 
pages and notes.—E. Faral (op. cit., p. 50), following G. Paris, believes that 
the oldest French form of the Vie d'Alexis was intended for reading in 
church. In any event it is attested, for a very early date, that jongleurs 
recited lives of saints independently of the divine service. In a Vita sancti 
Ayberti, who died in 1140 (E. Faral, op. cit., p. 277), it is related that in 
his youth the saint heard an actor singing about the life and conversion of 
St. Theobald and the harshness of his life (audivit mimum cantando 
referenteni vitam et conversionem sancti Theobaldi et asperitatem vitae 
ejus). A  similar story is that of Peter Waldo’s religious awakening (circa 
1173) thanks to a jongleur who one Sunday recited the Vie d’Alexis in 
public (M. Bouquet, Recueil des historiens, xiii, 680, ex chronico anonymi 
canonici ut videtur Laudunensis). A  very old testimony is also to be found 
in E. du Meril, Melanges archeologiques et litteraires, p. 300.—Further testi
monies and opinions concerning the liturgical or paraliturgical use of the
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so that the two functions were sometimes combined in one person. 
The reasons for this are obvious. Clerics composed hagiographic 
legends in the vernacular,95 and they needed jongleurs to recite 
them; or sometimes they themselves recited their works and tried 
to learn from the jongleurs the methods by which they held the 
interest of their audience.96 And soon the clergy discovered how 
important it was to gain an influence over the profane popular 
epic. Conversely, it was to the interest of the jongleurs to main
tain good relations with ecclesiastical circles; literary and musical 
training of a type somewhat superior to their own was obtainable 
from no other source; Church festivals were the chief occasions 
for their activity, and band^of pilgrims provided an appreciative 
audience. In the twelfth century, with its increasing prosperity 
and higher cultural demands, the courtly clerics made their ap
pearance. These curialists,97 as they were called, performed no 
ecclesiastical function. We shall have more to say of them in a 
little while.

Only a very few of the early documents deal with profane 
subjects. To my knowledge, no manuscript dating from earlier 
than 1 100 contains even fragments of any epic work in a Romance 
language, and the only example of lyric poetry is the presumably

vulgar tongue and the appearance of jongleurs in the divine service will 
be found in H. von Schubert, Gesch. d. christl. Kirche im Friihmittelalter, 
p. 654; R. Menendez Pidal, p. 17 and passim; P. Browe, Die Pflichtkom- 
munion im Mittelalter, pp. 93ff.; J. H. Jungmann, Missarum sollemnia (3rd 
edn.), 1, 159L and 503, n. 26 [Amer. edn., 1, 143^.; 487, n. 28].

95. For example, Tedbald of Vernon.—Wace begins his Vie de Saint Nicolas 
(ed. E. Ronsjo, p. 113) as follows:

A  ces qui n'unt aprises 
N e lur ententes n'i ont mises,
Deivent li clerc mustrer la lei,
Parler des seinz, dire pur chei 
Chescone feste est controvee.

(To those who have not learned letters or put their mind to them, clerics 
should expound the law, speak of saints, and say why holidays have been 
established.) This may recall the etiological tradition, Ovid’s Fasti, etc.

96. The jongleur’s touch is clearly apparent in the Chanson de Sainte Foy  
d ’Agen  (cited above, n. 71).

97. Cf. P. Delhaye, L'Organisation scolaire, p. 212.
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Provencal refrain of the Latin alba from Fleury-sur-Loire (cf. 
p. 278). The Hebrew manuscripts in which the above-mentioned 
(pp. 279-80) Mozarabic-Andalusian strophes occur are consider
ably later than that containing the Provencal refrain, but from the 
start such pieces owed their preservation to the fact that they 
were used within poems written in a literary language; if they 
were written down, it was only because they occurred in this 
context. These vernacular texts (or at least the types to which 
they belonged) must have been very old, for only traditional poetry 
could have been used in this way. Damaso Alonso is right in say
ing: E l canto, es decir la Urica, es una inalienable necesidad del 
ser hnma.no (song, that is, lyric poetry, is an inalienable need of 
man).98 I myself should go further and include epic poetry.

But why was virtually no profane poetry in the vernacular 
committed to writing before 1100, very little before 1150, and 
not so very much even in the second half of the century—although 
we know how many significant works were created in that period? 
Various answers are possible. First of all, it may be presumed that 
the transmission of these works remained largely oral because the 
poets and performers were unable to write, and it is certain that 
even in the twelfth century and later a good deal of poetry was 
composed and sung that was never written down; assuredly many 
of the jongleurs were still illiterate,99 and it is unlikely that the
98. D. Alonso, “ Cancioncillas ‘de amigo’ mozarabes,”  p. 343.—L. Spitzer in 

Comparative Literature (1952) overinterprets a few words of mine which 
I wrote in Romance Philology, iv (1950-1951), pp. 65-67. I have always 
been a partisan of the romantic theory of the national spirit and it seems 
to me that there too I said so clearly enough. Nevertheless, I believe that 
the theory is in need of reformulation. Cf. pp. i9ff. above.

99. In loannis Cottonis Musica, of the first half of the twelfth century, we may 
read (in M. Gerbert, Scriptores ecclesiastici de musica sacra, 11, 232, col.
2, sub finem): Musica una est ex septem artibus, quas liberales appellant, 
naturalis quidem quemadmodum et aliae; unde et ioculatores et histriones, 
qui prorsus sunt illiterati, dulcisonas aliquando videmus contexere cantilenas 
(Music is one of the seven so-called liberal arts; like the others, it is 
grounded in nature; thus it comes about that we sometimes see jugglers 
and players who are wholly without letters compose sweet-sounding 
songs). But this does not necessarily mean that all the jongleurs, without 
exception, were illiterate. Cf. also Musica Aribonis scholastici, of the 
eleventh century, in Gerbert, 11, 225.
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scholae mimorum of which Leon Gautier speaks 100 existed at so 
early a date. But we know from many sources, from the autobiog
raphy of Guibert of Nogent101 for example, that educational 
opportunities had considerably increased since the second half of 
the eleventh century, and at roughly the same time (as Bedier 
conclusively showed) the clergy must have developed an interest 
in the profane epic themes. Grober already established the likeli
hood that the Provengal troubadours committed their poems to 
writing.102 The chansons de geste contaiij formulas of a type char
acteristic for oral transmission, but by the twelfth century such 
formulas had already become traditional archaisms and the genre 
preserved this formulaic character to the very end. This bears 
witness to the great age of the chansons deveste but does not imply 
that they continued to be transmitted exclusively or even pre
dominantly by word of mouth. Thus I believe that from the 
beginning of the twelfth century some of the vernacular literature 
that has come down to us, and from the middle of the century 
a good deal of it, was committed to writing immediately but 
that few copies of the texts were prepared, and these carelessly. 
For they were still not intended for readers and collectors but 
only for performers; some of these “ stage scripts” are extant103 
(and a few from a somewhat later period), but most of them were 
destroyed by wear and tear. Moreover, the change in handwriting 
from the Carolingian to the Gothic script that took place in the 
second half of the twelfth century may have helped to make 
these old manuscripts seem ugly and worthless to the men of later 
days. And indeed, relatively few of the early scholastic manu
scripts which passed from hand to hand among the teachers and 
students of the twelfth century 104 have survived. But the main
100. Les Epopees francaises (2nd edn.), 11, 173-177.
10 1. P L , c lv i, 837-962, especially 844.
102. “Die Liedersammlungen der Troubadours” ; see above, p. 279 and n. 75, 

where the divergent view of F. Gennrich is also mentioned. Cf., too, for 
instance, R . Menendez Pidal, pp. 433ft.

103. Cf. above, n. 72.
104. Cf. J. W . Thompson, The Medieval Library, p. 130; or K . Christ in 

Milkau-Leyh, Handbuch der Bibliothekswissenschaft (2nd edn.), 111: 1, 
427-429. '
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reason is that up to n  50 very few princes or other patrons com
missioned expensive and durable manuscripts of works in the 
vernacular languages. Such a class of patrons developed very 
slowly. There was still no market for manuscripts in the vernacular.

On the other hand, a market for Latin manuscripts was begin
ning to develop.105 In the twelfth century the rise of scholastic and 
legal studies led to the organized production of manuscripts, first 
in such great academic centers as Paris and Bologna. The trade 
in manuscripts took on considerable proportions, and perhaps most 
important of all, lending libraries were opened. The stationarii, 
who made their appearance toward the end of the century, main
tained a stock of the most important textbooks and lent them to 
students at fixed fees controlled by the academic authorities. These 
textbooks were of course in Latin. Nothing of the sort existed 
for vernacular literature; the number of readers was still too lim
ited.

However, from the beginning of the twelfth century on, we 
hear of French and Provencal princes and other great lords who 
commissioned not copies of manuscripts but poems in the ver
nacular, or at least allowed such poems to be dedicated to them. 
Bishop Eustorgius of Limoges (110 6 -1137 ) commissioned a Pro
vencal poem about the First Crusade, written by a knight from 
the Limousin.106 The Voyage de Saint Brandan was written for

105. On the following, cf. G. Battelli, Lezioni di paleografia (2nd edn.), 
pp. 200ff., and E. Lesne, Hist, de la propriete eccles., v. 564; above all,
H. J. Chaytor, From Script to Print, who stresses the great part played 
by oral delivery even in the later Middle Ages.—Some information also 
in A. KirchhofT, Die Handschriftenhdndler des Mittelalters (2nd edn.), 
e.g., pp. 6iff.

106. This occurs in the Chronicle of Geoffroy de Vigeois (Chronica Gaufredi 
. . . prioris Vosiensis coenobii), printed in P. Labbe, N ova bibliotheca 
manuscriptorum librorimi, 11, 279-342. Here is the text, ch. 30 (p. 296), 
which is interesting for many reasons: Gregorius, cognomento Bechada 
de castro de Turribus, professione miles, subtilissimi ingenij vir, aliquan- 
tulum imbutus litteris, horum gesta preliorum materna, ut ita dixerim, 
lingua ritmo vulgari, ut populus pleniter intelligeret, ingens volumen 
decenter composuit; et ut vera et faceta verba proferret, duodecim an- 
norum spacio super hoc opus operam dedit. N e  vero vilesceret propter 
verbum vulgare, non sine precepto episcopi Eustorgij et consilio Gauberti 
Normanni hoc opus agressus est (Gregory, surnamed Bechada of Castrum 
de Turribus, by profession a soldier, a man of the keenest mind, endowed
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one of the wives of Henry I Beauclerc, perhaps his first, Mahalt; 
Philippe de Thaun wrote his bestiary for the second, Aaliz de 
Louvain. In this period most of the patrons of vernacular poetry 
seem to have been ladies of the Anglo-Norman nobility. The 
widowed Aaliz de Louvain commissioned a long poem, now lost, 
on the life of King Henry from an otherwise unknown poet by the 
name of David; this we learn from the epilogue of the Estoire 
des Engles, written by Gaimar about 1140 for another lady of the 
Anglo-Norman nobility, Constance Fitz Gilbert of Lincolnshire.107 
This work, which unfortunately has come down to us in rather 
poor condition, contains an interesting account of how Gaimar, 
with the help of his patroness, procured the manuscript sources 
(Anglo-Saxon, French, and Latin) on which his work is based. 
Constance, so Gaimar tells us, had one manuscript, namely, the 
above-mentioned poem on the life of Henry I, copied for one 
mark of silver (apparently a high price) and *often reads it in 
her room.” This is an important passage. It introduces us to Con
stance Fitz Gilbert, a lady who commissioned vernacular manu
scripts and also read them “ in her room”—as far as I know, she 
is the first person concerning whom such a statement is made.

Somewhat later, the Anjou-Plantagenets of England were great 
patrons of vernacular, that is, French literature. Wace,108 Benoit

with a little knowledge of letters, fittingly composed a huge book of the 
accounts of these battles, in the commonplace rhythms of his mother 
tongue, as it were, in order that the people might fully understand; and 
with a view to publishing his story in true and elegant language, he de
voted twelve years of effort to this work. And lest anyone deprecate his 
use of the common tongue, let it be known that this work was under
taken at the bidding of Bishop Eustorgius and on the advice of Gaubertus 
the Norman).—A  fragment of the poem is extant. It was published by 
P. Meyer, in Archives de I'Orient latin, 11 (1884), Documents, 467-509.
A  sample in C. Appel, Provenz. Chrestomathie (4th edn.), pp. 33ff. It is 
composed in the style of the chansons de geste. Cf. G. Paris, in Romania, 
xxn (1893), 358-361.

107. Maistre Geffrei Gaimar (tr.), Lestorie des Engles . . . (ed. and tr. Hardy 
and Martin), lines 6436-6498. Cf. A. Bell, “ Maistre Geffrei Gaimar.”—P. A. 
Becker, in his masterly study of the octosyllabic couplet (“Der gepaarte 
Achtsilber . . .” ), expresses the view that David’s poem may have been 
a Latin work. In view of Gaimar’s description, this seems to me altogether 
unlikely.

108. In the Roman de Rou  (ed. H. Andresen), 11: 3, 164^, Wace declares that
he writes for those who have income and money, because for them books 
are made: K i unt les rentes e le argent, /  Kar pur eus sunt li liure fait . . .
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de Sainte-Maure, and others whose names have been lost worked 
for Henry II and his wife Eleanor of Aquitaine, granddaughter of 
William of Poitou, whose example was followed by the French 
princes of the second half of the century; this is known of 
Eleanor’s two daughters by her first marriage, Marie de Cham
pagne and Aalis de Blois, of Philip of Flanders, and many other 
feudal lords and ladies in northern and southern France. They 
commissioned poems and rewarded and protected the poets. 
Whether they also commissioned manuscripts of works that 
were not dedicated to them, and whether any systematic provision 
was made for the circulation of manuscripts, it is hard to deter
mine. To my knowledge, there is only one piece of evidence; I 
shall speak of it later. In all likelihood few persons at this time 
felt the need to own manuscripts; the court epic was intended 
chiefly to be read aloud, though the number of persons capable 
of doing so had greatly increased. There were far more courtly 
clerics than before; many of them wrote poems in the vernacular, 
and many (Chretien de Troyes, for example) show no sign of 
ecclesiastical ties despite their clerical education. And there were 
many more educated persons than before among the feudal nobil
ity; of this there are many indications, but I shall cite only a few. 
In the Yvain (line 5366) of Chretien de Troyes there is a sixteen- 
year-old girl, the daughter of a knight, who reads a roman to her 
parents in the garden. Bernard de Ventadour and Marie de France 
(“Yonec” ) also mention women capable of reading. In Floire 
et Blancheflor there is a description of the education of highborn 
children, who also read Latin: Livres lisoient paienors, u odient 
parler d?amors (They read books of the pagans in which they 
heard speak of love).109 It should be borne in mind that at that 
time reading and writing were still usually learned in Latin. On 
the other hand, it should not be supposed that at the end of the 
twelfth century there was already a large educated society in

109. The text of MS A, ed. W . Wirtz, lines 23if. The MS B, ed. M. Pelan, 
mentions Ovid.—Cf. also the description of Thomas a Becket’s education 
as a young man in Guernes de Pont-Sainte-Maxence (ed. E . W alberg), pp. 
2 0 lf f .
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which ability to read and write was taken for granted. On the 
contrary, there are numerous indications that, though such skills 
were more common than before, they were still regarded as 
unusual among the laity, even the nobles.110 There are many inter
mediate stages between total illiteracy and real proficiency at 
reading and writing, and there is a great difference between per
sons who have vaguely learned their letters, who are able to 
write their names and jot down a few numbers, but have little 
occasion or desire to make further use of these skills, and those 
who read fluently and do so for their pleasure and instruction.

At the end of the twelfth and the beginning of the thirteenth 
century written records came into wide use in commercial trans
actions. As late as 1910 Werner Sombart was still teaching that 
down to the late Middle Ages commercial activity was carried on 
almost exclusively by word of mouth. Since then Henri Pirenne 
and other scholars, Italians for the most part, have proved that 
this applies only to the tenth and eleventh centuries and that even 
then there were many exceptions.111 In the twelfth century, not 
to mention the thirteenth, when a highly developed bill-of-ex- 
change and clearinghouse system had developed in the markets

no. In the chansons de geste the ability of laymen to read is often mentioned 
as something unusual. In Anseys de Mes (ed. H. J. Green), lines 714ft., 
a king hands a letter to his cleric to read. Further examples in H. J . 
Chaytor, From Script to Print, pp. 108-112. See also the quotation from 
Philippe de Harvengt, De institutione clericorum  no, in P. Delhaye,
L ’Organisation scolaire, p. 2 11, n. 2, which gives an idea of the actual 
state of affairs. Cf. also Hartmann von Aue in the opening lines of 
Der arme Heinrich:

Ein ritter so geleret was 
daz er an den buochen las 
swaz er dar an geschriben vant

(Once there was a knight so learned that he could read what he found 
written in books).

h i .  No doubt the most important contribution to the whole problem is 
H. Pirenne, “L ’Instruction des marchands au moyen age.”  See also the 
studies by Sapori, Fanfani, and R. S. Lopez. A  Venetian text, half Latin, 
half vernacular, from the middle of the twelfth century, cited in Speculum, 
xxxi (1956), 177L, by R. S. Lopez, who calls it “by far the oldest holograph 
commercial paper that has come down to us from the Middle Ages,” was 
first published by Morozzo della Rocca in the Giornale Economico della 
Camera di Commercio, Industria ed Agricultura di Venezia, March, 1954.
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of Flanders and Champagne, for example, this would hardly have 
been conceivable. Our first report of an independent municipal 
school intended primarily to meet the needs of the business com
munity is from Ghent some time after 1179. The establishment 
of such schools led at first to conflicts and protests, but by the 
middle of the thirteenth century they had become a permanent 
institution in many localities. In Italy business transactions were 
probably recorded in the vulgar tongue still earlier than in the 
north; thirteenth-century fragments of the business records of 
Florentine bankers seem to suggest a long-established practice.112

Between 1172 and 1174 Garnier de Pont-Sainte-Maxence wrote 
his French poem on the life of St. Thomas of Canterbury. In it he 
tells how a first draft containing errors had been stolen from him 
and distributed, and that to his regret many wealthy persons had 
bought copies. These lines (14 1-160) are to my knowledge the 
oldest reference to the book trade and the market for manuscripts 
in the vernacular languages, for the story about Constance Fitz 
Gilbert gives the impression of referring to an isolated and rela
tively rare occurrence. It is perhaps no accident that this first indi
cation of a manuscript trade on a relatively large scale refers to 
a work dealing with Thomas a Becket and his death, one of the 
most impressive figures and one of the most exciting events of 
the time.

Roughly in 1200, works began to appear which show by their 
form or content or both that they were intended for distribution 
in the form of manuscripts, for reading in small circles or even 
individually. In France narrative prose developed with the ac
counts of the Fourth Crusade by Villehardouin and Robert 
de Clari and with the cyclical prose versions of the Celtic rovians. 
In the course of the thirteenth century there was also a marked 
development of didactic and allegorical literature in the vernacu
lar. The courtly public expanded: lyrical and dramatic poetry (in 
forms that continued to develop up to the sixteenth century) was

112. The most recent edition of the text in E. Monaci, Crestomazia, pp. 36-45.
Cf. also the comments (pp. 36L) of P. Santini, the first editor of this text.
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demanded for entertainment in a musical setting. Thus we might 
speak of several stages in the development of the courtly style, 
comparable to the phases of Gothic architecture. Especially in the 
cities of northern France and Flanders the prosperous bourgeoisie 
began to read, and though here too the literature of courtly enter
tainment was welcome, a realistic satirical literature, more bour
geois in character, also made its appearance. Such sociological dis
tinctions, however, should be applied with caution; we must ex
amine each of these compositions carefully to make sure that it 
is not more in the nature of the traditional clerical satire of the 
schools. At an early date the bourgeoisie participated in literary 
life, but in the north it was relatively late to achieve social self
awareness. In any case, the number of extant vernacular manu
scripts increases appreciably when we come to the thirteenth 
century; a circle of wealthy connoisseurs who commissioned and 
collected manuscripts had gradually developed.113

In the thirteenth century the rise of vernacular literature was 
not limited to France and Provence. Similar trends may be noted 
throughout Romance Europe and in Germany as well. The Gallo- 
Roman court style exerted an important influence everywhere, 
but the social structure varied from region to region, and it was 
only in Germany that literature retained a strictly feudal, aristo
cratic character. In a moment we shall speak briefly of the special 
conditions prevailing on the Iberian peninsula and in England. The 
development is most striking in Italy—in Bologna and the cities 
of Tuscany—and it is here that we can best observe the beginnings 
of a modern public.

For in Italy far earlier than elsewhere political and social life 
was carried on in independent urban communities, and far more 
people were involved. The feudal aristocracy (and the courtly 
clerics who formed a part of it) were without cultural significance 
in northern and central Italy. But in Bologna, Florence, Arezzo,

113. On this, see H. J. Chaytor, From Script to Print, ioyf., and the works 
(to which he refers) by M. Deanesly and L. H. Loomis, which, however, 
deal only with England.
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and Siena, for example, there was a relatively numerous class of 
urban patricians, constantly changing in composition, which took 
a leading part in public life and were in need of education. This 
led to the establishment of a kind of municipal school system, 
which turned out a comparatively large group of educated lay
men; and though ecclesiastical institutions and clerics may have 
played a considerable part in it, this school system was far more 
practical and worldly in character than in the north. If we omit 
medicine in the present context, the aim of this instruction, which, 
it goes without saying, was still carried on largely in Latin, was 
to prepare men to take part in public affairs, in other words, to 
produce lawyers and notaries, and this purpose was served by a 
rhetorical propaedeutics termed ars dictaminis, which we have 
mentioned above (p. 273).

Strangely enough, in view of the practical ends pursued, this 
Latin was excessively rich in rhetorical figures, pompous and 
sometimes obscure. In Italy the ornate, majestic tradition of the 
chancelleries of late antiquity, renewed in the Sicilian epistolary 
style of Frederick II and of his chancellor Pier della Vigna, had 
lived on and now provided a welcome medium in which to express 
the political ambition of the towns and parties and their sense of 
independence. This style exerted a great influence on the nascent 
vernacular literature.114 Another influence tending in the same 
direction was supplied by the obscure and difficult poetic art of 
the Provencal poets of the trobar elm, which was also inspired by 
manneristic rhetoric. Moreover, it is among the Provencal poets 
that we find the first examples of political polemics in a vernacular 
language. Other currents at work in this early Italian poetry were 
the realism and mordant wit of the Italian urban population, the 
religious poetry of the laude-strongly popular in character, though

114. There are excellent investigations of this influence, the central work 
being that of A . Schiaffini, Tradizione e poesia. . . .  As a summary and 
example of the most recent research, I have found the study by H. 
Wieruszowski, “Arezzo as a Center of Learning and Letters in the Thir
teenth Century,” very useful.
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derived in part from the Biblical typological tradition—and scholas
ticism, with its conceptualism and technique of disputation.

Toward the end of the thirteenth century popular, manneristic, 
philosophical, and political influences combined to impose a new 
character on the courtly themes, and a new group made its 
appearance among those to whom literature was addressed. Al
though we have no very clear idea of the education practiced in 
the patrician families of the cities at this time—we know next to 
nothing even of Dante’s education except for what he tells us in 
Convivio 2.13 about his studies as an adult—it is certain that many 
more people of this group than of any other participated in edu
cation and culture and that at a very early date they began to 
use the vernacular language with a new independence, seriousness, 
and dignity. As early as the first half of the thirteenth century 
we find a group of poets who were neither nobles nor ecclesiastics 
and who wrote in the vernacular although what they had to say 
was in no sense popular. More concretely than Jean de Meun, 
for example, these men opposed nobility of heart to nobility of 
birth, and, though actively engaged in political affairs, give the 
impression of a secret society of initiates. In their poems love 
mysticism and philosophical and political elements form a unity 
that is often hard to account for. They appear to have striven more 
clearly and consciously than the poets of any other country to 
create a sublime style in their native language.

Who made up the public for which these poets wrote? It would 
be difficult to answer this question directly. But we do know 
very well how the poets of the dolce stil nuovo, as Dante, the 
youngest among them, termed the new literary manner, pictured 
their prospective readers. From the very first these poets addressed 
an elite, the elite of the cor gentile, and from the very outset it 
was their endeavor to create a conscious elite by summoning a few 
and rejecting the rest. Such an attitude is already discernible in 
Guido Guinizelli, and in Cavalcanti it is perfectly clear. It is ex
plicit in Dante’s Vita nuova and in the canzoni; it is also formu
lated in the Convivio, where Dante takes the part of those culti
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vated in the vulgar tongue against the Latin scholars (1.9). This 
is the most significant evidence we have of a public educated in 
the vernacular in the early fourteenth century, and though it is 
very well known, I shall quote it here.

Che la bonta de l’animo, la quale questo servigio [the 
allegorical and philosophical explanation of his canzoni, an 
extremely difficult topic, which is contained in the Con
vivio] attende, e in coloro che per malvagia disusanza del 
mondo hanno lasciata la litteratura [Latin literature] a 
coloro che l’hanno fatta di donna meretrice; e questi nobili 
sono principi, baroni, cavalieri, e molt’ altra nobile gente, 
non solamente maschi ma femmine, che sono molti e molte 
in questa lingua, volgari, e non letterati.

Fo r goodness o f mind, which awaits this service, is to be found 
in them who, by the grievous disuse o f the w orld , have aban
doned literature to such as have made her a harlot instead o f a 
lady; which noble ones are princes, barons and knights, and 
m any other noble folk, not only men but women, o f which men 
and women alike there are m any o f this tongue w ho command 
the vernacular but are not lettered. (T r . W icksteed.)

In Dante’s other great Italian work, the Divine Comedy, this 
attitude toward the public, implicit in the stil nuovo, attains its 
full development. It is most evident in the many apostrophes to 
the reader that occur throughout the poem.115 Such appeals to the 
reader are to be found in ancient literature in Ovid and Martial, 
for example. The tradition runs through the Latin literature of the 
Middle Ages. In the vernacular literature, as one might expect, 
such appeals are addressed to the listener rather than the reader. In 
every case the purpose is to gain the sympathy of the audience: the 
author wishes to command attention, to gain favor, approval, and

i i j .  There are several recent studies of Dante’s addresses to the reader in the 
Divine Comedy: by H. Gmelin in the Deutsches Dante-Jahrbuch, xxix/ 
xxx (1951), 130-140; by myself in Romance Philology, vn (1953-1954), 
268-278; and by L. Spitzer in Italica, x x x i i  (1955), 143-165. Spitzer, who 
displays his customary mastery in his analyses, takes issue with some of 
my observations. But he does not seem to have entirely grasped my 
purpose; I hope I have succeeded this time in expressing myself more 
clearly.
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prestige; or he may plead for indulgence or thank the audience for 
its benevolence. Such invocations are seldom couched in the sub
lime style, and they occur only rarely in works of the sublime 
genres. But in the Christian era a new relationship had developed 
between the speaker or writer and his audience: the author no 
longer curried favor, but admonished, preached, and instructed. 
This form of address to the reader has two special characteristics: 
in principle the author directed his criticism not at any specific 
vice or section of society but at the corruption of fallen man as 
such; and the second characteristic, which follows from the first 
but requires special mention, is that the writer or speaker identified 
himself with those he was addressing.116 The consequence is an in
terweaving of accusation and self-accusation, earnestness and hu
mility, the superiority of the teacher and brotherly love. The 
dialectical and Augustinian urgency in the relationship between 
author and audience (which is an element in what we have 
described as sermo humilis) is infrequent and nowhere highly de
veloped in vernacular writing before Dante. There are few direct 
appeals to the audience in the religious documents that have come 
down to us, and moreover, the vernacular languages had not yet 
developed a truly lofty style, which is after all one component of 
the tone we have in mind.

After these preliminary remarks, let us examine more closely 
a few of Dante’s invocations to the reader. We shall begin with 
one of the least impassioned. In the tenth canto of the Paradiso 
Dante and Beatrice are about to leave the third heaven, that of 
Venus, and ascend to that of the sun. The passage is introduced 
as follows:

Guardando nel suo Figlio con FAmore 
che Funo e Faltro etternalmente spira, 
lo primo ed ineffabile Valore, 3

quanto per mente e per loco si gira, 
con tanf ordine fe, ch’ esser non puote 
sanza gustar di lui chi cid rimira. f>

u 6. As so often Baudelaire at once echoes and caricatures a Christian theme: 
Hypocrite lecteur, mon semblable, mon frere . . .

4. The Western Public and Its Language 299

Leva dunque, lettore, a Falte rote 
meco la vista, dritto a quella parte 
dove Fun moto e Faltro si percuote; 9

e II comincia a vagheggiar ne Parte 
di quel maestro che dentro a se Varna, 
tanto che max da lei Focchio non parte. 12

Vedi come da indi si dirama 
Poblico cerchio che i pianeti porta, 
per sodisfare al mondo che li chiama. 15

E  se la strada lor non fosse torta, 
molta virtu nel del sarebbe in vano, 
e quasi ogni potenza qua giu morta; 18

e se dal dritto piu 0 men lontano 
fosse il partire, assai sarebbe manco 
e giu e su de Fordine mondano. 21

Or ti riman, lettor, sovra 7 tuo banco, 
dietro pensando a cid che si preliba, 
s’esser vuoi lieto assai prima che stanco. 24

Messo f’ ho innanzi: omai per te ti ciba; 
che a se torce tutta la vna cura 
quella materia oncT io son fatto scriba. 27

Gazing upon the Son with the love that both breathe forth eter
nally, the primal and ineffable worth made all things that circle 
through mind or space with so great order that no one can behold 
them without gaining some taste of Him.

Here, it can be seen, we are offered instruction in astronomy. God, 
says Dante approximately, so arranged all spiritual and spatial 
movement that whoever surveys this ordering inevitably partakes 
of something of the divine essence. He goes on:

Raise, then, reader, your eyes to the lofty spheres, to the exact 
spot where the one movement (the celestial equator) intersects 
the other (the zodiac); and there begin to look lovingly upon the 
art of that master who so loves the art within Him (creation) that 
he never averts his eyes from it. See how from there the oblique 
circle branches off, which bears the planets to satisfy the world that 
needs them. If there were not that angle between their paths, or 
if it were larger or smaller than it is, there would be no life on 
earth, and the order of the world would be imperfect. And now, 
reader, remain seated on your bench and meditate on what is here
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foreshadowed if you wish to taste the joy of knowledge, which 
is greater than all the effort you expend upon it. I have started 
you on the way; now seek nourishment for yourself. For all my 
strength is required by the theme whose scribe I have become.

Instruction in astronomy and the other sciences is frequent both 
in ancient and medieval poetry. Here, however, it is not presented 
as part of a general system of astronomy but as an isolated lesson 
suggested by the point the poet happens to have reached on his 
journey (lines 28-36). The lines do not impart astronomical theory 
for its own sake but describe a moment in Dante’s journey, a part 
of the world order as experienced by the poet. Through the 
invocation—leva dunque, lettore—the reader is drawn into the 
scene, one might even say into the journey, and with Dante he 
looks upon a significant part of Creation, which enables those who 
contemplate it with love to gain some understanding of the divine 
order of the world. Like a teacher or big brother Dante seems 
to take the reader by the hand and point out the sights: Look up 
as 1 do, there, that is the place, and begin to contemplate—see how 
things are ordered, and reflect on what would happen if they 
were ordered otherwise. And then, interrupting with authority, 
sending his erstwhile companion in contemplation back to his 
place as a reader: You stay here on your bench; I must go on; 
it is up to you to derive further benefit from my teaching; I have 
shown you the way.

What strikes us here is first the almost dramatic situation which 
transforms a lesson, a fragment of cut-and-dried knowledge, into 
an event, and then the mixture, unique in its kind, of brotherliness 
and authority in Dante’s attitude toward his reader. The reader is 
summoned, adjured, and finally commanded to continue on in the 
direction indicated. This, as we have said, is a relatively gentle 
passage, although it too has a directness, a way of pulling the 
reader out of the poem,117 that probably has no parallel in earlier 
literature. Moreover, for the reader thus addressed this passage

117. Cf., for example, the sudden (Inf. 22.118): O tu che leggi (O you, who 
read).
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is a comparatively easy one, for Dante has clearly shown him 
the direction his thoughts should take.

In other passages the contrast between brotherly affection and 
didactic authority (which taken together produce an effect of 
urgency) is still more incisive, the urgency still more dramatic, 
and the command, throwing the reader back upon his own re
sources, harder to follow. There are two closely related passages
 Inferno 9.61 (O voi ch’ avete It ntelletti sani . . . . O ye of
sound understanding) and Purgatorio 8.19 (Aguzza qui, lettor, 
ben li occhi al vero: Here, reader, sharpen well thine eyes to the 
truth)—where Dante in an impressive situation summons the 
reader to right understanding. In both passages the immediate 
action is of great dramatic power, whereas the task imposed by 
Dante, namely, to understand these strange lines or to penetrate 
the thin veil, is by no means as simple as Dante purports to believe. 
In any case the critics over a period of six centuries have come to 
no agreement as to how the lines should be interpreted. As in all 
revelations of a transcendent order there remains an inexplicable, 
mysterious element that holds the reader in suspense. Of course he 
is free to feel that what is not said is ineffable and that the true 
mystery is incommunicable, but he is nevertheless goaded into 
trying to track it down and penetrate Dante’s meaning.

The apostrophes to the reader are almost all couched in the 
imperative; none contains a plea for favor or indulgence, and no
where does Dante speak like an author who looks upon his readers 
as customers. When Dante expresses his hope of favor and fame, 
he seems to be addressing posterity; and when he confesses his 
insufficiency, he is not pleading for indulgence but only explain
ing the superhuman dimensions of his task. From the very start 
he leaves no doubt as to his confidence in accomplishing as much 
as the powers of human expression permit; as early as the fourth 
canto the great poets of antiquity accept him as their peer (Inf. 
4.102): sesto tra cotanto senno (the sixth amid such intellects).

But this imperative that steps out of the poem to confront the



reader has its own way of enlisting sympathy; by summoning and 
adjuring the reader it makes him into a participant in Dante’s ex
perience, challenges him, and holds him in suspense. A  claim is 
made upon his whole being. In the second' canto of the Paradiso 
(2 .1-18) there is a celebrated apostrophe which is not, as usual,1 
addressed to the reader but metaphorically to those who desire to 
follow Dante’s ship in a small boat over an untraveled sea. Most 
are rejected, only a very few may follow—those few who at the 
right time stretched out their necks for the bread of the angels. 
Of course no one who has reached this point in the Divine Com
edy has ever allowed these words to discourage him from going 
on, and Dante knew it. He knew that anyone who relished the 
food he had to offer would not be likely to leave the table be
fore the meal was ended.118 What then is the purpose of this apos
trophe? First, no doubt, it was a way of solemnly marking off the 
action of the third canto from what had gone before (similar to 
the address to the reader at the entrance to Purgatory: Lettor tu 
vedi ben, Reader, well thou seest, etc.; Purg. 9.70-72). But at the 
same time it really calls upon the reader to be prepared; it com
pels him to participate intensely; it binds Dante’s followers more 
firmly to one another and to him, Dante, the poet, and his poem. 
By rejecting, Dante lures, demands, and binds; by always seem
ing to promise more than he says or can be said (if only the 
reader stretches out his neck for the bread of the angels), he binds 
him to his unfathomable theme.

This brings us to Dante’s theme; for it is obviously his theme 
that justifies him in addressing the reader so authoritatively and 
directly. His theme is the divine order of the world, not as a the
oretical system but as his immediate vision, which he communi
cates to others who have not had it. This lends him, the narrator, 
enormous authority and arouses in his readers or hearers an ex
treme interest in what he has to relate, especially since this vision 
of the divine order of the world includes in the most concrete

1 1 8 .  Pensa, lettor, se quel che qui s’ inizia /  non procedesse (Reflect, reader, 
i f  what is here begun were not to proceed). Par. 5.109^
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possible form God’s judgment concerning the forms of human so
ciety and the conduct of individual human beings. The reader is 
not merely informed that certain sins are punished, certain vices 
atoned for, and certain virtues rewarded; instead, he encounters 
an individual, historically known man in the drama of his con
crete earthly situation, which provokes fear and sympathy; he is 
shown concretely how this particular man is judged by divine 
justice; and sometimes in clear words, sometimes in intimations 
and prophecies, a definite social order is proclaimed as the sys
tem willed by God. The sum of political ideas, passions, and sym
bols that had accumulated since the investiture conflict are here 
digested, synthesized, and identified with a definite cause which 
is championed by heaven itself. Even in the Empyrean, Beatrice, 
Divine Wisdom, the typos and mirror of Christ, closer to the con
templative than to the active life, proves to be a Ghibelline.

We shall speak further on of certain of the individuals who, in 
the Divine Comedy, are subjected to divine judgment, each in his 
historical situation. But we shall start by discussing a somewhat 
older text which provides a suitable introduction. It is by Peter 
of Blois (Petrus Blesensis), an elegant Latinist living in the sec
ond half of the twelfth century, a cleric of high rank and an ex
perienced, widely traveled man, thoroughly familiar with courtly 
culture.119 In a short treatise on confession120 he discusses the 
value of tears in true repentance and in this connection has the 
following to say of the courtly epic:

Vera siquidem poenitentia non in lacrymis momentaneis, 
aut horaria compunctione consistit. Nulla etiam affectio 
pia meritoria est ad salutem, nisi ex Christi dilectione pro- 
cedat. Saepe in tragoediis et aliis carminibus poetarum, in 
joculatorum cantilenis describitur aliquis vir prudens, de- 
corus, fortis, amabilis et per omnia gratiosus. Recitantur

1 1 9 .  For a time he was secretary to King Henry II Plantagenet and, on his 
demise, to his widow Eleanor. See J. de Ghellinck, L'Essor de la litterature 
latine au XIIe siecle, 1, 1 3 2 - 1 3 5 .

120. Liber de confesslone sacramentati, PL, c c v ii , io88f.
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etiam pressurae vel injuriae eidem crudeliter irrogatae, si cut 
de Arturo et Gangano 121 et Tristanno fabulosa quaedam 
referunt histriones, quorum auditu concutiuntur ad compas- 
sionem audientium corda, et usque ad lacrymas compun- 
guntur. Qui ergo de fabulae recitatione ad misericordiam 

•commoveris, si de Domino aliquid pium legi audias, quod 
extorqueat tibi lacrymas, nunquid propter hoc de Dei di- 
lectione potes dictare sententiam? 122 Qui compateris Deo, 
compateris et Arturo. Ideoque utrasque lacrymas pariter 
perdis, si non diligis Deum, si de fontibus Salvatoris,123 spe 
scilicet fide et charitate, devotionis et poeniFentiae lacrymas 
non effundis.

But true repentance does not consist in the tears of the moment 
or the com punction which lasts fo r an hour, fo r no pious dis
position contributes to salvation unless it issues from  the love of 
Christ. O ften in tragedies and other compositions o f the poets or 
in the songs o f the jongleurs you w ill find descriptions o f a man 
prudent, w orth y, strong, amiable, and agreeable in all things. You 
w ill find also the account o f the trials and injuries cruelly in
flicted on him, just as actors repeat certain tales about A rthu r and 
Gangano [? G aw ain] and Tristan, at which the hearts o f the 
audience are stirred with compassion and pierced to the point 
o f tears. Y ou  therefore who are moved to p ity  by the recitation 
o f romances, if  tears are drawn from  you by something pious 
that is read to you about the Lord , does that mean that you  are 
able to make pronouncements about the love o f God? Y ou  who 
lament over G o d  lament also over Arthur. T h erefore  you are wast
ing your tears on both counts if you do not love G o d, if  you do 
not shed tears o f devotion and repentance from  the fountain o f the 
Saviour; from  the fountain, namely, o f faith, hope, and charity.

This is one of the few extant passages in which the reference
of a learned ecclesiastic of the twelfth century to the profane

121. V cry probably this refers to Gauvain [Gawain]. L. Spitzer writes to me: 
“ Gaugain >  Galgano (common name in thirteenth-century Italy) >  Gan
gano. Gangano may be also a misreading for Gaugano.”

122. The sentence in the second person is clearly addressed to the public of 
courtly Romans, and to a listening public at that. I am not altogether 
sure what dictare sententiam means here. Perhaps quite generally: “Do 
you think that on this account you are also able to have your say about 
the love directed to God, to have an opinion about it?”

123. An allusion to Isa. 12:3.
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courtly epic is not merely conventional.124 What older clerical 
statements about profane poetry have come down to us treat the 
subject in a purely traditional way and for the most part lump 
vernacular poetry together with crude buffoonery. But such an 
appraisal had long ceased to reflect the true situation (if it had 
ever done so), and we often encounter attempts on the part of 
the clergy to make martyrs and saints out of the heroes of the 
vernacular epic. In the case of the courtly epic these efforts were 
not very successful. Peter of Blois is one of the first, perhaps the 
first, who, obviously disturbed by the effect of courtly poetry 
on a public of developing sensibility, saw the problem of earthly 
tragedy (one might almost say the problem of the pleasure af
forded by tragic themes) and its importance for the unity of 
Christian feeling. He does not refer to works that might have 
been regarded as base or immoral in the usual sense; in speaking 
of Tristan he does not even mention the immoral aspect of an 
adulterous love. With great acuteness and a clear eye for the es
sential he realizes that this is not the crux of the matter. He speaks 
of the sufferings and conflicts of the noble and lovable hero, 
which move the listener to tears. Peter of Blois condemns these 
tears. Tragic compassion with persons involved in earthly trag
edies is not compatible with religion, which has concentrated all 
tragedy in the cardinal point of history, the divine sacrifice of 
Christ. This event has absorbed all the grief of the world; worldly 
grief has lost its independent value and has no further claim to 
tragedy in its own right. Peter of Blois does not even mention 
the fact—because it is obvious—that saints and martyrs as imitators 
of Christ are entitled to our tears. He speaks of purely earthly 
tragedy, which for him was unjustified. The tears shed over such 
tragedy are worthless, so much so that the tears shed over Christ

124. Polemic statements to the effect that more interest is taken in secular 
themes (Roland and Olivier are most frequently named) than in the 
story of Christ are fairly common from the beginning of the thirteenth 
century on. Examples are the prologue of the so-called Passion des jon
gleurs, cited by G. Frank, The Medieval French Drama, p. 125, and a 
quotation from a sermon in B. Haureau, Notices et extraits, iv, 24L
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by those who weep for King Arthur or Tristan lose their value. 
Qui compateris Deo, compateris et Arturo.

Rather more than a hundred years later Dante wrote the Divine 
Comedy, a vision of the divine order of the universe, and into that 
transcendent order he gathered the entire living reality of his time, 
the here and now of Florence and Italy in 1300, with all its pas
sions and tragic involvements. In so doing he carried the prob
lem discussed by Peter of Blois to its extreme limits and did not 
solve it, for it is insoluble. Since the eleventh century increasing 
numbers of people had become keenly and deeply aware of the 
political conflicts of their time and their connection with religious 
and ecclesiastical conflicts; the idea of divine justice, more than 
any other, had aroused the fervor of men, and at the same time 
the personal passions, which previously had been little more than 
instinctual drives, had risen to a position of prestige and dignity. 
In his three realms Dante brings all these motifs together. The 
Inferno contains the most important examples: the story of Fran
cesca and her love or of Ulysses the intrepid discoverer lose none 
of their dramatic power, because we know that Dante approves 
of their condemnation. Dante’s tears and his tone, which not only 
expresses compassion, admiration, respect, and the fire of earthly 
passion but also communicates them to the reader, are not in
validated by this knowledge. Throughout the Inferno we encoun
ter an earthly nobility, the just but tragic condemnation of which 
arouses “ fear and compassion” ; nowhere is earthly passion stifled 
by death which extinguishes all things, or even deprived of its 
earthly existence by an unfeeling justice which punishes sinners 
solely in accordance with the categories to which they belong. 
Quite on the contrary, men stand before us in all their historical 
involvements; many tears are shed for others than Christ; the poet 
expresses much admiration (even for Brutus in the jaws of Luci
fer) and veneration—both at variance with God’s judgment. Dante 
and Virgil and the reader are not always in agreement with the 
line from the Inferno (20.28): Qui vive la pieta quand’ e ben 
morta (Here pity lives when it is quite dead).
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But this does not apply to the Inferno alone. Wherever it is 

possible, Dante brings out the earthly drama: the eternal, irrevo
cable judgment helps him to develop earthly tensions in all their 
existential power. Many of those atoning for their sins in Purga
tory—one need only think of Oderisi of Gubbio or Pia de Tolo- 
mei—move the reader because of their lot on earth; Sordello’s 
greeting of Virgil, the recognition scene between Dante and Fo- 
rese Donati, and many other passages in the Purgatorio are charged 
with human emotion, and their situation in the divinely ordered 
world makes them all the more moving. Virgil too is tragic, we 
may weep for him too,125 although God has condemned him justly. 
Even in many of the blessed, the earthly drama is still discernible; 
Dante’s political partisanship is expressed more forcefully than 
ever in the higher regions extending from the earthly paradise 
(end of Purg.) to the primum mobile (Par. 27-30). Here, to be 
sure, it is represented as partisanship for God’s cause; but does 
God’s cause require such militant, insatiable,126 vituperative parti
sanship in the very spheres of heaven? Is such buon zelo com
patible with the peace and beatitude of the visio Dei? Is it com
patible with the unity of Christian thought to represent an in
fringement on the prerogatives of the empire as a second Fall 
(Purg. 33.55-57) or to compare the darkening of the heavens 
during Peter’s lamentations over the corruption of the papacy 
with the eclipse of the sun when Christ was crucified (Par. 27.35— 
36)? Even in Dante’s paradise the passions are alive; it is a world 
of men, unfinished and mirroring the dramatic conflicts of an un
finished earthly history.

But this direct association of historical existence with the king
dom of God is also a Christian heritage: from the outset Chris
tianity was never a mere doctrine or myth but was deeply in
volved in historical existence. This is a significant, if not the most

125. N ot only in the same sense as when Dante weeps over him, when Virgil 
leaves him and Beatrice addresses him by name. The main passage for 
the tragic situation of Virgil is Purg. 3, particularly line 45: e piu non 
disse, e rimase turbuto (and he said no more and remained troubled).

126. Cf. especially Par. 27.55-60.
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significant, aspect of its specific character. On the one hand 
Christ became flesh in a definite historical situation, an earthly 
here and now, in which he participated by his acts and his suf
fering—while on the other hand, by thus atoning for Adam’s 
guilt, he-restored man’s share in the kingdom of God, which 
Adam had lost. Adam in paradise can hardly be regarded as his
torical man; rather, history was a consequence of the Fall. But 
Christ, the second Adam, did not redeem men from history, or 
at least he has not yet done so; the process has not been as swift 
as the first generations of believers expected, fci terms of the hu
man life-span the time was not short, as Paul (I Cor. 7:29!!.) had 
predicted, and ultimately Christians found themselves unable to 
use this world “ as though they used it not.” Christian society had 
to adjust itself to a historical, unfinished, provisional world; even 
now there was no other. But it was no longer so easy to look upon 
earthly concerns with the indifference that had been so dear to 
the philosophers of late antiquity, or even to strive for their equa
nimity.

The world, saecuhim, was regarded as evil or as a testing 
ground, or in any case as a place of suffering and struggle (for 
even contemplation was always a contemplation of the Incarna
tion and the Passion, hence of tragic earthly events). This view 
of the world gave deeper urgency to all earthly happenings, con
flicts, and passions, and gave rise to a contradiction which it be
came increasingly difficult to bridge. The longer the Second Com
ing was delayed, the more urgent it became to act in behalf of 
God’s cause on earth. Increasing ethical and political awareness 
brought forth men and movements who were neither able nor 
willing to reconcile themselves with the historical world as it was 
because it presented too glaring a contrast to Christian teachings 
and the kingdom of God. They planned utopian, chiliastic re
forms on a religious and ethical foundation, such as the ancients 
—in Europe, at least—could never have dreamed of; they demanded 
a realm of peace and justice on earth, the new and perfect mil
lennium, which alone could usher in the Second Coming of Christ.

But God’s will on earth was not revealed; God did not tell His 
militants how to participate in or direct earthly affairs. Once the 
law was replaced by divine grace, by virtue of the Incarnation, 
He merely made it clear that during the brief interval preceding 
Christ’s return, the faithful should submit to the powers that 
govern this world. The kingdom of God on earth, seen as a just 
earthly order, became an object of human conflict, increasing in 
intensity as the participants become more and more convinced of 
the truth of their own interpretation of God’s will. The contest
ants made use of Biblical exegesis in order to represent their own 
convictions as the will of God.

From the standpoint of unity and power of expression, Dante’s 
passionate will and genius made him the summit and turning point 
in this dialectical process. There had already been plenty of con
troversy, especially since the eleventh century, and we have shown 
how this conflict gave rise to the first ideas since antiquity about 
sovereignty and the division of power. Many had endeavored in 
the course of this debate to represent their own ideas as the will 
of God by citing the authority of ambiguous authors. But Dante 
was the first and last to undertake on the basis of his own his
torical existence a total view of the universe with the political 
life of man on earth as its arena and center. In the process he was 
led—he could not have done otherwise—to project his own expe
rience and his own will into the kingdom of God, and to repre
sent his own will as God’s will. When I say “ his own will,” I 
am aware of course that Dante derived most of his political be
liefs from tradition and the discussions of his own time. But the 
remainder—namely, his choice and combination and treatment of 
his themes, the direction and purpose he pursued in his elabora
tion of them, and his individual view of the relative value of hu
man actions—was original with him and crucial. All this was 
molded by his own experience and his powerful personality. The 
parte per se stesso, taken not only in the limited political sense 
but as the over-all view of human actions that he had acquired 
in his own here and now, is represented as the party of God; the
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most radical subjectivity, rooted in the conviction that it is in
spired by God’s special grace and in an incomparable power of 
expression, is represented as the law of the world.

It is strange, perhaps, and yet quite in keeping with the dia
lectic according to which each new development springs from 
a conflict of opposites, that this triumph of autonomous humanity 
and of a specifically human will should in all sincerity have rep
resented itself as a vision of the divine order of the world, and 
that the man who stepped forward as judge and prophet of the 
earthly world (very learned, though a layman, Villasi says of 
him) should have introduced himself as a profoundly humble sin
ner who had escaped eternal damnation only by a special act of 
grace: in short, that this extreme subjectivity, or at least a sub
jectivity hitherto unequaled in its vast range and sharpness of 
expression, had sprung from a devoted Imitation of Christ and an 
endeavor to record faithfully what is enacted (not only decided, 
but actually carried out) in the kingdom of God. Many Chris
tian visionaries have proclaimed God’s will, but they have neither 
given so comprehensive a view of it, taking in the whole universe, 
nor given so concrete a version of divine judgment, applied so 
closely to concrete historical happenings. They contented them
selves with much more general statements and so left God much 
greater freedom of action. The only freedom of action that Dante 
leaves God on earth applies to particulars of the political future. 
Dante, to be sure, claims to have learned these too, but here his 
expression is purposely enigmatic and opaque. However, the gen
eral trend of the future (of the earthly future, that is) is laid 
down as imperial and chiliastic.

These remarks about his theme, it seems to me, show the ur
gency of Dante’s need for expression and explain why he was so 
intent on influencing the reader and drawing him into the magic 
circle of his vision. This preoccupation is expressed in the appeals 
to the reader, but not in them alone; we have chosen the apos
trophes as examples of immediacy, urgency, and dramatic force 
because they can be conveniently singled out. The essential is the

4. The Western Public and Its Language 3 11

theme itself and the fact that Dante treated it as he did. For Dante 
does not relate the destinies of figures out of the remote past, like 
Roland or Tristan in the epic, who, touching and interesting as 
they may be, are far removed from the reader or listener and 
leave him uninvolved. His theme is the quintessence of the con
crete, earthly here and now, as it appears to the eye of God. It 
concerns every single man just as it concerns Dante. And in this 
connection it becomes clear why a work such as the Divine Com
edy could not be written in Latin. Here we might repeat a cer
tain amount of what Dante says in the passage from the Convivio, 
a part of which we have quoted above (1.9.2): for example, non 
avrebbe lo latino cost servito a molti (there are many for whom 
Latin would not have served); far more numerous were those 
whom he could address in Italian, and he could speak with far 
greater directness in Italian to those who understood Latin a lit
tle, or who understood it quite well after a moment’s reflection, 
but who did not understand it immediately, completely, and with
out difficulty. But his essential motivation was lo naturale arnore 
de la propria loquela (the natural love of my own tongue; Conv. 
1.10.5); for assuredly this pronta liberalita (zealous liberality) 
stemmed also from his knowledge, born of experience, that for 
his purposes he could say much more in his volgare than in Latin 
—or rather, in one of the various Latins at his disposal, which dif
fered from one another in vocabulary, syntax, rhetorical style, 
and prosody. Dante needed all these forms, the artes dictandi of 
the chancelleries, the erudite figures of the allegorists, the sharp 
conceptual structure of the philosophical schools, the satire of the 
strolling scholars, the charming rhymes of the typological hymns, 
and the pious rhetoric of Franciscan and Cistercian mysticism. But 
he needed them all together, fused into one. Certain of these ele
ments had penetrated the vernacular even before the Divine Com
edy. The volgare also offered possibilities of its own, the laude, 
the realistic anecdotes, and the beginning of a lofty tone in the 
stil nuovo: this was an area of unrealized potentiality; it was pos
sible to pour in and fuse elements which in Latin were separated
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by syntax, vocabulary, and prosody, though sometimes, to be sure, 
not without doing violence to the new language, which it was 
necessary to amplify, to bend, and even to overload with occa
sional stiff Latinisms, with neologisms, obscurities, and laborious 
circumlocutions. And yet frequently, and particularly in the most 
difficult places, where the language had to struggle to digest com
plicated sets of facts or ideas and to mold them to the exigencies 
of rhyme and meter, an overwhelming victory of perfect expres
sion is won over all obstacles.

Dante created a public not for himself alone but for feis suc
cessors as well. He molded, as potential readers of his poem, a 
community which was scarcely in existence at the time when he 
wrote and which was gradually built up by his poem and by the 
poets who came after him. When Dante wrote—shortly after 1300 
—the ability to read and write and the need for literary entertain
ment and intellectual nourishment seem, in several places in west
ern Europe, to have attained roughly the same level as in Roman 
Italy just before the classical period. But the situation was en
tirely different, more confused, more heterogeneous, and richer in 
possibilities. There was indeed a common language, but it was a 
language of learning and religious observance, mastered by few. 
A  multitude of styles, varying from school to school and occu
pation to occupation, had undermined its unity. And despite great 
efforts to adapt it to many special functions, Latin was no longer 
adequate, even when it was available, to all the needs for expres
sion. On the other hand, the language of the whole population, 
the language in which potentially everything could be expressed, 
the language of the nascent class of cultivated laymen (in the 
modern sense), the language of spontaneous feeling, which was 
gradually becoming the language of the intellectual movements 
that were then gaining ground all over Europe, was not one but 
several languages, the not yet fully developed native tongues of 
the nations in process of achieving self-awareness. The common 
Christian, European spirit, whose organ had so long been Latin, 
began to express itself in a multitude of national tongues, and still
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it proved to be one spirit. For its innermost essence and unique, 
most cherished possession was the profoundly human story of the 
Incarnation and Passion of Christ; and this story was framed in 
by many other stories, some of which prefigured it, while others 
imitated and confirmed it. By virtue of these stories, which ex
pressed a single view of cosmic and human happening, Christi
anity had become in Europe a common possession; this process 
had taken place in the popular consciousness and ultimately in 
the popular tongues. Through the living fabric of the vernacular 
languages, to which so many had contributed down through the 
ages, this Christian, European spirit had gained a new immediacy 
and warmth, and in many cases it had even succeeded in draw
ing the non-Christian traditions of the vernacular languages, the 
heroic legends and other folk elements, into its sphere. But through 
the gradual rise of the vernacular languages other spiritual cur
rents, more difficult to assimilate or alarming once assimilated, be
came ripe for expression. There were political currents which for 
the most part made their appearance in the form of Christian 
heresies, and there was also a tendency to free the human emo
tions from the religious frame, to consider the human tragedy as 
an absolute, independent of Christ’s Passion. This latter tendency 
cropped up in the courtly culture which, beginning at the end 
of the twelfth century, spread among the upper classes in Europe. 
There were indeed attempts at compromise, attempts to interpret 
chivalric love and the ahistorical quest for adventures in a Chris
tian light; but even so, we encounter a hitherto unknown sub
jectivism, a tendency to endow the human passions with an un
precedented dignity and freedom. However, the vernacular cul
ture of the courts was very limited in scope; even in the thir
teenth century it lived, as it were, on the fringe of European life. 
It was remote from living reality, it had no discernible ties with 
the schools or with political movements. Its lyric poetry was 
shackled by conventional themes and a playful rhetoric based on 
rhymes and empty concepts, so that the great and tragic were 
immersed in obscure artifice and could not take on concrete form;
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with its fairy-tale settings and the ahistorical unreality of its epi
sodes, the courtly epic declined responsibility for the human im
plications of its themes. .

In the Divine Comedy Dante found a place in the divine order 
for the historical here and now of human destinies and passions; 
his vision was at once timely and all-encompassing. In his Italian 
poem, which merged all the forms of the Latin heritage, h.e im
posed order upon the world but at the same time breathed life 
into it. In so doing, he made Italian (not as such but as one of 
the vernacular languages) into the language of the Europeac spirit. 
And by letting earthly destinies and earthly passions, with all their 
tragic conflicts, live on within the divine order, he focused atten
tion on man in a new way. Thus he inaugurated modern Euro
pean literature (or perhaps it would be more accurate to say the 
modern self-portrayal of man) and began to build up a public 
that would be receptive to this literature.

A  further example may serve to clarify my meaning. In the 
eighth heaven, the heaven of fixed stars (Par. 24), Dante is exam
ined by the Apostle Peter on the subject of Faith, and he replies 
to the Apostle’s satisfaction. The light in which Peter’s soul ap
pears circles three times round Dante’s head, blessing him and, as 
it were, crowning him. In the ensuing twenty-fifth canto Dante 
is tested on Hope by the Apostle James. Between the two pas
sages the following lines are intercalated. They form the begin
ning of the twenty-fifth canto:

Se mai continga che 7 poema sacro 
al quale ha posto mano e cielo e terra, 
si che v i  ha fatto per piu anni macro, *

vinca la crudelta che fuor mi serra 
del bello ovile ov’ io dormi’ agnello, 
nimico ai lupi che li danno guerra; 6

con altra voce o?nai, con altro vello 
ritornerd poet a; et in sul fonte 
del mio battesmo prenderd 7 cappello; 9

perd che ne la fede, che fa conte 
I’mime a Dio, quivi intra! io, e poi 
Pietro per lei si mi gird la fronte.
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If it should ever happen that the sacred poem to which both 
heaven and earth have so set hand that it has made me lean for 
many years, should overcome the cruelty which bars me from 
the fair sheepfold, where a lamb I slept, foe to the wolves that 
give it war, then with other voice, with other fleece, a Poet will 
I return, and at the font of my baptism will I take the crown; 
because there I entered into the Faith which makes the souls 
known to God; and afterward Peter, for its sake, thus encircled 
my brow.

This is not an address to the reader, but it too is an impassioned 
interruption of the action, in which the author steps out of his 
poem. In the midst of the Elysian fields, not far from the vision 
of God, Dante’s earthly destiny, his human existence, stands out 
in its concrete actuality; even here he does not hesitate to repre
sent it as meaningful, and it cannot be denied that the tragic ten
sion of his existence takes on, by virtue of the place where it is 
expressed, a depth and dignity which no other place would be 
likely to confer on it. And what is expressed? The yearning of 
the exile, condemned to eat the bread of strangers, to return home 
with honor, thanks to his poem. This work, which, like an exer
cise in ascetic penance, has made him lean for many years, is a 
sacro poema, a sacred poem, and yet he hopes it will bring him 
fame both among his contemporaries and among the men of a 
later day, overcome the cruelty of the wolves, his political ene
mies, and enable him to return and to receive the poet’s crown 
in the place where he was baptized, mio bel San Giovanni; there 
he was received into the faith, for the sake of which Peter “en
circled” his brow. No ancient poet could have tied the tragic fate 
of a hero living here and now so closely to the divine order, for 
the godhead of the ancients had not, like Christ, become flesh in 
the midst of men’s historical existence. On the other hand, no 
Christian poet before Dante had so concretely represented the 
existence of an individual man (except for the saints who fol
lowed in Christ’s footsteps) as tragic and worthy of interest within 
the divine order.

Here it must be asked: can Dante’s participation in the political 
struggles of his day, his hate-love for the Florentines, his hope of



the poet’s crown (even for a sacro poema), be identified with the 
Imitation of Christ? Can the tears shed for Dante (or for others 
of his characters) in the poem be equated, in the sense spoken of 
by Peter of Blois, with tears shed for God? I raise the question 
but I do not answer it. Neither yes nor no would be a satisfac
tory answer, and both would lead to misunderstandings. There is 
no need to answer; it suffices to know that the question can be 
asked. Through the triumph of Christianity interest in the acts 
and sufferings of men had come to be concentrated upon the acts 
and sufferings of one man, who was God incarnate. Nothing 
seemed worthy of extreme interest except these acts and suffer
ings and the happenings which prefigured them or the deeds of 
those who imitated them. Thanks to the concrete character of 
this story, every particular of which stands for the whole and 
which carries meaning for every single human being, it had 
aroused deeper and more universal concern than any purely hu
man story could have done. In intention this Concern was “reli
gious” and not literary or in any sense artistic, but here such a 
distinction has no relevance. Beyond a doubt the story of Christ, 
with all its implications, had been for Europeans a school of hu
man sympathy and spontaneous feeling, portrayal, and expression, 
and this development becomes more marked with the emergence 
of the vernacular languages as literary instruments. At the same 
time there arose an upper class, which began to achieve self
awareness. The members of this class now took an interest in 
human destinies and passions not exactly connected with the life 
of Christ and tried to express them in the vernacular tongues. 
Thanks to the great movement that had gripped Europe since the 
days of Cluny and the investiture conflict, political thinking had 
begun to revive and achieve a certain autonomy, at least to the 
extent that political thinkers now concerned themselves more in
tensely and consciously than before with a satisfactory or escha- 
tologically ideal order of earthly existence. Dante incorporated all 
these earthly realities and strivings for earthly autonomy into his 
picture of the Christian universe, and he endowed them not only
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with fervor and tragic depth but above all with the central po
sition implied by their integration into the Christian cosmos. By 
so doing, he wrote the first and, for a long time to come, the only 
work of lofty style in a vernacular language, treating of impor
tant and tragic human affairs. He organized his poem according 
to the scholastic scheme, which strikes us as specifically medieval; 
the whole world, for all its superabundant color and richness, is 
neatly divided into numerous compartments; everything is in its 
proper place, and every particular is considered in terms of the 
whole. Through this total world there journeys a penitent pilgrim 
whose destiny encompasses the destinies of all others, a man of the 
here and now who at the same time stands for all men but who 
has nevertheless built up this world, which is a poem, in accord
ance with his own will.

If Dante is regarded as a “ link in a chain of development,” the 
chain breaks off with him. It can indeed be shown how all the 
previous currents and voices that had emerged in Christian litera
ture since the eleventh century converged and culminated in him. 
But no one carried on his work as a whole. No one was able to 
continue or to extend his total cosmic and historical edifice, for 
it collapsed; Dante’s view of history lost its actuality even sooner 
than did his cosmology. Nothing similar took the place of Dante’s 
world order, and for this reason no poet of the earthly world has 
been able to address the reader with like authority as one who 
has attained knowledge by divine grace. More than two centuries 
passed before anyone took the individual earthly man as seriously 
and as tragically as Dante had done—and then, of course, the di
vine judgment which, by giving this tragedy its place in the cos
mos, made it real and eternal, was lacking; later, the individual 
man was alone, his tragedy ended with his life.

But the elements of Dante’s work, his manner of handling lan
guage and of dealing with things in language, exerted an influ
ence, first in Italy and gradually, through the Italian literature of 
the fourteenth century, elsewhere as well.

With Dante Italy registered an enormous advance from the
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brittle, thin, occasionally didactic style, not yet sure of its sub
ject matter and therefore obscure, which characterized the later 
Provencal poets and the stil nuovo, and developed a full-bodied 
literary art in firm command of its themes and expressing them 
forcefully. But for the present, this development was limited to 
Italy. The Italians learned to control the devices of rhetoric and 
gradually to rid them of their coldness and obtrusive pedantry. 
In this respect Petrarch’s Italian poetry is markedly superior even 
to Dante’s, for a feeling for the limits of expressibility had be
come second nature to Petrarch and accounts in good part for las 
formal clarity, while Dante had to struggle for these acquisitions 
and had far greater difficulty in maintaining them in the face of 
his far greater and more profound undertaking. With Petrarch 
lyrical subjectivism achieved perfection for the first time since 
antiquity, not impaired but, quite on the contrary, enriched by 
the motif of Christian anguish that always accompanies it. For it 
was this motif that gave lyrical subjectivism its dialectical char
acter and the poignancy of its emotional appeal.

Through Dante’s influence Italian and Latin moved closer to
gether, and this rapprochement between Latin and the vernacular 
was also at first a purely Italian development. It seems to me that 
the word rapprochement provides the best means of summing up 
the complicated relations between the two languages in Italy dur
ing the two centuries after Dante’s death: both languages strove 
to become the organ of “culture,”  or of humanism. Through 
Dante s influence Italian had risen above the level of a second- 
rank literary language, useful only for entertainment and vulgari
zation. Dante had first addressed himself to a public which, al
though not mastering Latin, was very much in need of and re
ceptive to solid spiritual food, the oteoeu toocpri of the Epistle to 
the Hebrews—in short, a “ cultivated” elite. Through his influence, 
though only after him, a clear dividing line was drawn between 
erudition and cultivation. This, it seems to me, was the central 
achievement of Italian humanism and the essence of its influence 
on the rest of Europe. Thanks to early humanism and especially
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to Petrarch, Latin ceased on the one hand to be a specialized lan
guage of the schools. Though still restricted to a minority of the 
elite, it tended toward the far more universal scope which the 
classical literary languages had enjoyed in their prime. It became 
an organ of human self-cultivation, of a well-rounded individual 
culture, the organ of those who possessed the intelligence and 
leisure for such self-cultivation. Accordingly, there is every justi
fication for regarding this period, the quattrocento, as the begin
ning of humanism, for it was then that Ciceronian classicism be
came a way of life. With Petrarch and Boccaccio, on the other 
hand, something very similar was achieved for the Italian lan
guage; pedantry and academic rhetoric, still present in Dante’s 
Italian, disappeared, making way for a cultivated Italian rich in 
shadings. The conflict between Latin and Italian finally gave rise 
to the compromise of vernacular humanism, first prefigured by 
Dante. The idea of vernacular humanism, that is, the idea of us
ing the ancient languages as models and so making the vernacular 
languages into worthy vehicles for literature and culture, finally 
gained acceptance outside of Italy, first of all in France. Out of 
it grew the academic classicism of the Renaissance, the movement 
through which the literary languages of the various European peo
ples finally shook off Latin and became standardized. This idea of 
vernacular humanism also gave rise to cultivated society, the mod
ern public. Beyond a doubt far more children learned Latin from 
the early sixteenth century on than in Dante’s time, and there was 
no need to write Italian for them on the ground that they did not 
know Latin. Yet the overwhelming majority of these children be
came in later life volgari e non letterati—which I shall translate 
here, for my own purposes, as “ cultivated but not learned.” They 
studied Latin not for erudite (scholastic or even philological) ends 
but as the foundation for self-cultivation or culture in the sense 
of an imitation of antiquity, and they expressed their culture in 
their mother tongue; Montaigne, who had learned Latin before he 
learned French, was an extreme—because relatively early—exam-
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pie, but his case is quite characteristic. But we have got ahead 
of ourselves and must go back to the fourteenth century.

As we have said, the advance from courtly poetry to the lofty 
style in the early fourteenth century was a peculiarly Italian de
velopment; it was made possible by Dante’s concern with the life 
of his time and his incorporation of it into the temporal-atemporal 
Christian structure of history. But in the course of the fourteenth 
century men in other countries as well were discovering the liv
ing world, beginning to take an interest in the daily life around 
them, and to write of these matters without schematic didacti
cism. For it was in the realm of contemporary reality that the 
vernacular most readily achieved independence of Latin. In this 
domain its vocabulary was superior; its material was at hand, and 
all that was needed was sufficient self-confidence to make use of 
this material for literary purposes. France had made a beginning 
as early as the twelfth century, especially in the versified farces; 
but the richest and most significant fruits of this “ realism” made 
their appearance in the fourteenth century in those languages 
which had hitherto, each for a different reason, been rather on 
the fringe of the development.

From the very start the Iberian peninsula was in a special sit
uation, for there the Romance popular idioms had to contend not 
with the unchallenged domination of Latin but with several lan
guages which served both for spoken and written expression and 
had developed in a variety of ways. In Andalusia, with its elegant 
and colorful popular culture, Mozarabic Spanish came into con
tact with other languages; the Arabs and Jews adopted it, em
ploying it, for purposes of entertainment, in the poetic forms of 
their own languages, and it seems likely that Romance poetry was 
nowhere committed to writing so soon as here, within the frame 
of the Arabic and Hebrew muwassahas. In the Spanish Middle 
Ages Latin was not the uncontested written language; the Caro
lingian renaissance left only feeble traces, and despite the great 
importance of Spain for the transmission of Aristotelianism, a 
Latin scholasticism was late to develop. With the increase of
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French political influence in the course of the Reconquest, Latin 
began indeed to play a more influential role, but at the same time 
French and Provencal poetic forms made their way into various 
parts of the peninsula. Here they had to adapt themselves to dif
ferent social circumstances. There was no courtly culture after 
the French and Provencal pattern, because the high feudal nobil
ity had scarcely come into existence. The chanson de geste under
went the radical transformation known to us from the Cantar de 
mio Cid. Here there is no legendary transfiguration or clownish 
burlesque of a nebulous figure from the remote past; the narra
tive is much less stylized. The subject is a hero who had died only 
recently, and he is shown in an almost contemporary world. 
Spanish began to emerge as an independent literary language in 
the fourteenth century, and the most significant work in this pe
riod of development is El Libro de buen amor by Juan Ruiz, 
archpriest of Hita, which seems to have been written somewhat 
later than the Divine Comedy.

This archpriest was a leisurely narrator, rich in perception and 
irony, a master of word and rhyme, which lend themselves freely 
to his ironic attitude. His main concern is the human passions, 
particularly his own. (Whether they are the passions of the arch
priest himself or of the person who says “ I” in the poem is of no 
importance; he fails to make this clear, and that is the poet’s 
privilege.) Though deploring the passions, for after all he is a 
moralist and a priest, he lives in them and with them. He invents 
little, borrowing the main themes of his love stories as well as his 
moralistic fables from the Latin and French traditions. He also 
uses the technique of amplification (i.e., variations on a theme) 
frequent with the clerical satirists of the Middle Ages. But the 
situation he describes and the richness of his observation are strik
ingly original. The central figure is a priest whose passions drive 
him continually to women; women are his whole life; they in
volve him in many adventures, most of them rather grotesque 
and seldom turning out as he wished. Following famous literary 
models, but in his own way, he makes use of a procuress. The
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main narrative is written in the so-called cuaderna via or mono
rhymed quatrain (copla) of long lines with a marked caesura. At 
several climaxes, lively, grotesquely sensual popular songs (serra- 
nillas) are introduced; there are also religious songs. On the whole 
the archpriest is a mixture, such as can be found much earlier in 
the Middle Ages, of the cleric and the jongleur. Typical of this 
mixture are his Christian themes, his moralizing, his sensuality, and 
his verve. Moreover, like Rather of Verona the archpriest is some
thing of a clown. This mixture of the cleric and the jongleur 
seems perfectly natural, for both were engaged in literary a« 
tivity and it was their common trade to speak to the hearts of 
men. And yet between the two components there is a tension 
which can often take on a tragic quality. But in a country char
acterized by all manner of mixtures, a country where he, a priest, 
could say that he had written many songs for Jews and Moors, 
many love songs, and more of the same nature (copla 15 13), 
Juan Ruiz expresses the irony inherent in such a mixture far more 
than the tragedy and the tension. What I have in mind is not 
so much a conscious irony of the poet, though that too is plenti
ful, as a kind of objective irony implicit in the candid, untrou
bled coexistence of the most incompatible things. Let us consider, 
for example, the invective against death brought on by the sudden 
loss (1520) of Trotaconventos, the procuress. The passage begins 
(1520-43) with a collection of moralistic commonplaces about 
the bitterness of death: it carries away all alike, it is inexorable, 
it comes unheralded, it is hated by all, the dying and dead are 
forsaken, they no longer have any friends, the rich man no longer 
has any profit from his wealth—therefore do good today, tomor
row it may be too late (traditional association with the eras of 
the raven who feeds on corpses); it is vain to heap up riches; when 
you are dying or dead, your heirs care nothing for you, all they 
want is your money (1541, Elios lievan el algo, el alma leyva 
Satan: They make off with the goods, Satan makes off with the 
soul). After this first part, devoted entirely to moralistic general
ities, there is a transition in which death is equated with sin (1544-
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64): death is all-powerful, it destroys all things (here there are 
four coplas consisting of antithetical isocola),127 it belongs in hell, 
which was made for it; if men lived eternally (without sin), they 
would not fear it. “Death, you have depopulated the earth and 
even heaven (by the revolt of the angels). You have even slain 
the Lord who created you. But that was your undoing. You saw 
only his human nature, which led you astray, not His divine na
ture, which vanquished you.” This too is a traditional theme and 
it is treated in a traditional way: Christ’s descent into hell, the 
liberation of the righteous of the Old Covenant, and all the rhe
torical figures that have always been used in this connection (e.g., 
1559, Dionos vyda moriendo al que tu muerte diste: He to whom 
you gave death gave us life by dying).

And yet this second part, Christ’s victory over death (here per
haps for the first time expressed in Spanish) is very moving and 
powerful. And surprising as it may be to the unprepared modern 
reader, the ensuing third part (1565-78) is also moving and pow
erful. It begins with a transition: Christ has freed the righteous, 
but all the rest have been engulfed by death and hell. “ God, shield 
us from dread death, I commend myself to thee, there is no other 
salvation; death, what do you want of me? Where is my good 
old woman? You have killed her. Christ redeemed her with his 
sacred blood, and for its sake he forgave her. Ah, my faithful 
Trotaconventos, where have they taken you? No one can say for 
sure. Those who have taken your path bring back no news. Surely 
you are with the martyrs in paradise.”  And in the following co
plas he praises the loyalty and cleverness of the old procuress 
(1571, que mas leal trotera nunc a fue en memorial a more loyal 
bawd there never was within memory of man; 1573 and 1574 are 
still more shocking) and laments his grievous loss. The whole ends 
with an epitaph which the archpriest has composed for her.

It seems to me that this passage has often been overinterpreted

127. For instance, strophe 1549: Despregias loganta, el oro escureges, /  Desfases 
la fechura, alegrta entristeges . . .  (If you despise the glamor of youth, 
you miss the gold. / If you destroy what is made, you sadden joy . . . ).
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in one way or another. Actually there is nothing to interpret, it 
must merely be taken for what it is. It is certainly a mistake to 
regard the lament for Trotaconventos as a conscious blasphemy, 
a mockery of Christianity. To regard it as a satirical attack on a 
corrupt prifest and a procuress strikes me as equally unjustified. 
This would imply that the third part of our passage had been 
written in a different spirit from the first two parts, a supposition 
not borne out by the text itself, which shows perfect unity of 
movement. Moreover there is nothing the least bit blasphemous 
about hoping that God will forgive a sinner, particularly one who 
has sinned out of covetousness and not out of malice and rebel
lion. What this passage expresses is the irony implicit in things 
themselves. The archpriest is sincerely afraid of death, he sin
cerely hopes for redemption through Christ, he is sincerely shaken 
by the sudden death of the poor old woman, who was loyally de
voted and, what with his intense lusts, indispensable to him. He is 
really stricken with grief and perfectly sincere both in his admira
tion for her skill and in his hope that God will have mercy on 
her soul.

The need to dominate life and to impose an order upon it, 
which had led Dante to his sublime style,128 is not to be found in 
the archpriest of Hita, but his language is vibrant with reality and 
reacts with precision to innumerable shadings of experience and 
feeling; correspondingly, his public may be pictured not as hu
manistic and cultured but as socially heterogeneous, sharp-witted, 
and intelligent.

A  comparable alertness and racy wit are to be found in the 
fourteenth century in the literature of another country on the 
fringe of Europe, namely, England; and here too they permit in
ferences as to the character and composition of the public. The 
early development of Anglo-Saxon culture (see pp. 2678.) had been 
interrupted by the superimposition of a new ruling class. But soon

128. Cf. Dante’s sonnet “Tanto gentile” (Vita nuova, fifteenth sonnet) and 
similar poems in the new style with the figure of Dona Endrina in the 
Libro de Buen Am or, strophes 65 3f.
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it became clear that the language of the thin Norman upper crust 
would not in the long run be the literary language of the coun
try. In the course of the fourteenth century Anglo-Saxon, whose 
literary tradition had never entirely died out and which had mean
while developed into Middle English, attained a great literary 
flowering and with it the beginnings of standardization. And de
spite the medieval heritage common to all western Europe, de
spite the ancient, Christian, and French influences reflected in its 
themes, ideas, and forms of expression, a strong individuality and 
popular character are apparent from the first, owing perhaps to 
the fact that English had to assert itself not so much against Latin 
as against the French of the courts. Another factor is the politi
cal, religious, and economic awakening of the masses, which, if it 
did not occur earlier than elsewhere, was more thoroughgoing. 
Nowhere else during the Middle Ages are profound and varied 
social currents described with so much concrete truth, so much 
sympathy and humor as in fourteenth-century England. I am 
thinking of course of Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales, which equal 
the Decameron in color and are superior to the Italian work as a 
living picture of the times. The essential difference may be gath
ered from a comparison of the frames: Chaucer’s narrators are 
pilgrims from all walks of life; they are sharply characterized, 
and the relations between them are vividly set forth. Thus the 
frame alone supplies a lively picture of the social scene in Eng
land. Boccaccio’s narrators are a group of fashionable and culti
vated young people who have fled to a country villa from the 
plague; they all belong to the same upper class of society and are 
only dimly characterized. Thus the Decameron conveys the at
mosphere of a homogeneous culture, and its vulgar elements are 
absorbed into this cultivated medium. Medieval object lessons and 
compilations are almost entirely absent, and there is never any 
awkwardness or rupture of style. Chaucer, on the other hand, 
does not hesitate to employ as narrators persons such as Boccaccio 
uses only as characters in his stories. In thus representing much 
lower social classes as endowed with awareness and judgment,
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Chaucer communicates a much sharper and more political picture 
of the country. The style, indeed, is less homogeneous and sure, 
and there is hardly a sign of humanism. Chaucer still makes a con
siderable display of semi-erudite exempla, taken over from the 
earlier Middle Ages; the effect is often rather grotesque, as in the 
case of the misogynous tales which the wife of Bath repre
sents as the learned literary gleanings of her late fifth husband.

The popular and indigenous character of English literature in 
the fourteenth century is reflected in a practical sense of what is 
right in men’s dealings with each other. As in other countries, 
this ethical sense had developed on the basis of the medieval ex
empla, but more than elsewhere it was oriented toward political 
activity. The moralistic satire of the time had at its core an in
stinct for what was socially desirable. Though Christian and even 
Biblical in origin, this ethical feeling adapted itself readily to ac
tual experience and had nothing in common with a theoretical 
system, a God-given program for the earthly world, such as we 
find in Dante. The view of social conditions that emerges from 
the English literature of the time is at once practical and Chris
tian, and often the two aspects converge in the application of 
Biblical object lessons to current situations. This was the first ap
pearance of a morality both Christian and social, aimed at an 
earthly society that would thrive in justice and freedom. And 
here we discern the beginnings of a deep-seated cleavage in hu
man society between those who achieved intellectual, political, 
and economic development without breaking with their Christian 
heritage and those who in the end were compelled to acquire the 
same gifts through the struggle of their leading strata against 
Christianity. Piers Plowman offers numerous examples of a prac
tical investigation of social justice, conducted on a Biblical foun
dation. Here is one from Text B, passns 111, 2 5off.:

Prestes and persones • pat plesynge desireth,
That takes Mede and moneie ■ -for messes pat pei syngeth
Taketh her mede here • as Matthew us techeth:
Amen, amen, receperunt mercedem suant •
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That laborers and lowe folke • taketh of her maistres 
It is no vmnere Mede • but a mesurable hire •
In marchandise is no mede • I may it wel a-vowe;
It is a permutacioun apertly • a penyworth for an othre •
Ac reddestow neuere Regum • pow recrayed Mede,
Whi pe veniaunce fel • on Saul and on his children? . . .

Priests and parsons who desire pleasure; who take mede (which 
here means illicit profit) and money for the masses they sing, 
they took their mede here, as Matthew teaches us: Amen, amen, 
they have their reward (Matt. 6). What workmen and humble 
folk take from their masters (i.e., probably, employers) is no 
mede but a measurable wage; in commercial dealings there is no 
mede, I assure you of that; it is clearly a giving and taking, one 
pennyworth for another. Have you never read in the Book of 
Kings (O accursed mede) why retribution fell upon Saul and 
his children? . . -129

The practical concreteness of these social preachings is as charac
teristic as their invocation of the Bible. The alliteration which sur
vived down to the fourteenth century, or which, rather, was re
vived in that century, is also significant. The Germanic element 
with its strong Biblical imprint (it should be recalled that Aldhelm 
and Bede were the first to recommend the Bible as a model of 
style) provided a foundation for and counterweight to Italian and 
vernacular humanist currents.

Turning finally to the German-speaking countries, we encoun
ter a confusing spectacle. Nowhere had the possibility, as well as 
the difficulty, of creating a native literary language been recog
nized so early as in Germany (by Otfried of Weissenburg), and 
in the Hohenstaufen period chivalric culture had molded a poetic 
language (High German in the main, though no one dialect had 
achieved unquestioned dominance). But this brief flowering was 
followed by a general collapse. There was no political and intel
lectual rallying point, exerting a natural attraction, where the na
tional literary language might quickly have developed into a liv
ing reality. There was nothing comparable to Florence, Castile,

129. There follows the tale of Saul and Agag the king of the Amalekites, I 
Sam. i j .
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the lie de France, or London. From the-flowering of the Min- 
nesang during the first half of the thirteenth century to the sec
ond half of the eighteenth century there was no nationally rec
ognized literary language and no German public homogeneous in 
its social composition, tastes, and forms of expression. By far the 
strongest impulse experienced by the German public at large dur
ing this long lapse of time was the Reformation, especially Luther 
in his early period and the first parts of his Bible translation. The 
impact on the German mind and language was enormous, but be
cause of the confessional schism provoked by Luther, the unify
ing power of his German made itself felt only slowly and indi
rectly. German literature had no late Middle Ages, no Renais
sance, and no Baroque. In each of these periods there were im
pressive literary figures but no writers of wide scope, capable of 
representing the whole nation: there was nothing comparable to 
the Italian development from Dante to Tasso, to Spanish litera
ture from the archpriest of Hita to Cervantes, Gracian, and Cal
deron, to French literature from the Roman de la Rose to Rabe
lais, Montaigne, and Racine, or to English literature from the six
teenth to the eighteenth century.

Konrad Burdach has tried to represent the court of Charles V  
in Prague as the starting point of a Petrarchan humanistic devel
opment of High German and Der Ackermann von Bohmen as 
the great German humanistic work of the late Middle Ages: a 
grandiose effort but a failure, for Burdach’s conception has been 
largely refuted by linguistic geography and the study of the ar
chives of the period. It seemed likely from the outset that Bur
dach and his collaborators had overestimated the importance of 
their discoveries. For in modem European history great intellec
tual centers and literary works capable of molding a national lan
guage cannot very well be so thoroughly forgotten that they have 
to be rediscovered by so late a scholar; their full significance 
would have been recognized at the very latest by nineteenth- 
century historicism; and it is perfectly evident that the great hu
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manistic rhetoric of Der Ackermann was not taken up by the 
German literature of a later day.

The unusual precision and thoroughness with which German 
linguistic geography (which accurately reflects the political his
tory of the German-speaking territories) has been investigated, 
has given us a fairly accurate idea of the events which gradually 
led to the formation of the universal German Hochsprache. It did 
not develop in any of the old cultural centers of the west or 
south, but in Upper Saxony (the region surrounding Meissen), a 
newly colonized area east of the Saale that had been reconquered 
from the Slavs. Here settlers from southern Germany, Thuringia, 
and Low Germany converged, and their dialects mingled. The 
mixture produced an Upper Saxon language. Supported by the 
chancellery in Wettin and the intellectual influence of the studium 
generate in Erfurt, and favored by subsequent economic and po
litical developments, this language gradually spread and provided 
the essential foundation of the German koine, which slowly crys
tallized. So early a writer as Luther says in a famous passage that 
he spoke in the manner of the “Saxon chancellery, which is fol
lowed by all the princes and kings in Germany. . . . And for 
that reason it is the most universal German language.” Here, of 
course, he is referring only to phonetics and morphology, for his 
style and vocabulary are derived from the tradition of the sermo 
humilis, which his genius incorporated into the German language. 
But even so, the role played by this Upper Saxon tongue, which 
further increased its prestige in the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries, is remarkable enough. Nowhere else has a border re
gion, settled at a late date, contributed more than the old cultural 
centers to the development of the national Hochsprache. The part 
played by Castile in the growth of the Spanish literary language 
is not comparable; the territory regained in the Reconquest was 
not a cultural wilderness like the Slavic regions to the east of the 
Saale, and the northern Spanish regions that were the starting 
point of national reunification had no cultural centers equivalent 
to those of the Rhineland, Upper Franconia, Bavaria, and Austria.
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In all these German cultural centers, as elsewhere in Europe, the 
use of the mother tongue made significant progress toward the 
end of the Middle Ages in commercial and legal matters and 
in literature. The first important printing establishments (which, 
to be sure,- long continued to print chiefly Latin works) were 
founded in the central and upper Rhineland. But particularism 
was so strong that a number of literary (and printed) dialects 
arose, none of which became definitely predominant.130 .

Nevertheless, toward 1300, the period of Dante, Germany wit
nessed a highly characteristic phenomenon which was without 
counterpart in any other country of western Europe and seems 
to have foreshadowed the future. This was the mysticism of the 
Dominican friar Eckhart, who wrote and preached in German. In 
the preceding century a mystical literature in the vernacular, orig
inating for the most part with noble ladies, had made its appear
ance in the Netherlands and in Thuringia. But it was through 
Meister Eckhart that this mysticism achieved maturity of thought 
and expression, for with him for the first time the substructure 
of Dominican rationalism was carried to the extreme and tran
scended—and all this is voiced in the German language. His style 
is characterized by a combination of elements which would at first 
sight seem irreconcilable. The content seems in the highest degree 
idealistic and disembodied, a striving away from the concrete, 
created world. Even within the realm of abstract thought Eck
hart seems to strive for still greater purity of thought. Yet he ex
presses himself in a personal, familiar, one might almost say neigh
borly language, emphasizing experience in the here and now by 
his use of “you and I”  and “mark my words” and “ only today, 
as I was walking down the street” and his simple similes and ex
amples. This, it seems to me, is more important than the humanistic 
rhetoric of the Ackermann for the future of the German language, 
for it is certain that in none of the literary languages of western

130. For all this, see Arno Schirokauer, “Friihneuhochdeutsch.”  The quota
tion from Luther given according to T . Frings, Die Grundlagen des 
Meissnischen Deutsch, p. 23.
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Europe was the influence of vernacular humanism so indirect, 
impure, dispersed, and all in all so feeble as in German. In German 
literature there is nothing comparable to the influence of Diirer 
in art; in German, Goethe and Holderlin were the first to revive 
the spirit of antiquity, and they did so under conditions that were 
entirely different from those attending the original humanism. 
German literary classicism was free from Romance influence, and 
even the intellectual vocabulary has scarcely been affected by it. 
The incomparable power and originality that this gave the Ger
man language are especially evident to one who is obliged to ex
press his ideas in several European languages.

Eckhart too was an “ orator.” Apart from the much-praised 
eloquence of the words and meanings he created, there is a great 
deal of subtle artistry in the word order and cadence of his sen
tences: there are similarly constructed, antithetical cola; there are 
series rising in intensity, and throughout, in question and answer, 
in the formulation and solution of problems, in his repeated ad
dresses to the reader, the liveliest rhythmic movement. His adjura
tions are less dramatic and for the most part less powerful than 
Dante’s, if only because they are so frequent, as is natural in ser
mons. But with him, too, the device can convey extreme urgency, 
as when he introduces something new that he has never said 
before. On the whole his sentences are lively, clear, penetrating 
and harmonious; they make his thought seem transparent even 
when we are not sure we understand it. It is not easy to say in 
a few words what forces molded his rhetoric. In his way he was 
doubtless a Latin scholar; he himself wrote a good deal in that 
language, although his models were the Latin Church fathers 
rather than the classics. There is no opposition between the 
echoes of Augustine and the reminiscences of dialectical scholasti
cism in his German style. Since in the German of that time a 
philosophical language had in any case to employ native neol
ogisms, which did not strike the audience as barbarous or for
biddingly technical but seemed at once familar and mysterious 
(for they were merely new combinations and new ways of utiliz-
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ing old friends), the antithesis between rhetoric and dialectic was 
smoothed away. Eckhart’s style is a variant of the sermo humilis, 
and this, like everything connected with him, is somewhat para
doxical, for the ultimate foundation of the sermo humilis, the 
historicity of Jesus, was alien to him, and he refused to have any
thing to do with it.131 And yet the mixture of daring, upward- 
striving, almost ethereal ideas and of words addressed in friendship 
to his neighbor is in the tradition of the sermo humilis, and coming 
from that source Eckhart founded the German language of the 
intellect. Still other significant types of German sermo humilis or 
Christian German date back to the thirteenth and fourteenth cen
turies. The popular preachers and early translators of the Bible 
were preparing the groundwork of the language that attained 
perfection with Luther.

We have come to the point at which the national tongues began 
to shake off their dependence on Latin and to develop forms of 
their own. Each had its work to do, varying with the local situa
tion, but these parallel tasks were part of a common European 
effort. All over Europe, first in Italy, then in the Iberian peninsula, 
France, and England, an educated public with a Hochsprache of 
its own now made its appearance, still a small group compared to 
the population at large but steadily increasing in numbers. The rise 
of printing greatly accelerated this growth. The period of French 
classicism in the seventeenth century provides the best basis for a 
social definition of the “public” over against the uneducated com
mon people on the one hand and the learned specialists on the

131. Cf., for instance: H er umbe sprichet daz wortelin, daz ich fiir geleit 
ban “got hat gesant sinen einbornen sun in die welt,”  daz sunt ir niht 
verstdn fiir die uzwendigen welt; als er mit uns az unde tranc: ir siint ez 
verstdn fiir die inren welt. (Therefore the word that I have put before 
you says: “ God sent his only begotten Son into the world.” You should 
not understand this with reference to the exterior world, when he ate 
and drank with us; you must understand it as concerning the inner 
world.) I am quoting from Pfeiffer’s edition, where this is sermon 13 
(p. 65, 36-38). In Quint’s edition it is sermon 6 (pp. 83ff.). Quint’s trans
lation is on p. 178 of his Meister Eckehart: Deutsche Predigten und 
Traktate (with a very good introduction).
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other. It was then that the public first came to be known as la cour 
et la ville, a phrase which makes possible a sociological analysis 
of the public of that time. I undertook such an analysis in an earlier 
essay;132 but today I wonder whether, though my findings still 
strike me as correct in themselves, I may not have interpreted them 
too one-sidedly. My aim at the time was to show that the absence 
of function, common to the aristocracy that had been stripped of 
its feudal character and to the wealthy bourgeoisie which had begun 
to turn away from gainful occupations toward otium cuvi dignitate, 
fused these two groups into a single class, namely, la cour et la ville. 
This was a political and cultural situation conceivable only in a 
period of absolutism and classicism. It was then that the ideal of the 
honnete homme, very similar to that of the “gentleman,” took 
form. Even then it was clear to me that no social class can main
tain a position of dominance on the sole basis of functionlessness 
and that even in its prime this class was obliged to replenish itself 
from below. But I did not sufficiently stress the fact. Certainly in 
the eighteenth century the class I have termed la cour et la ville 
was everywhere, and assuredly in France, an expanding class that 
was rapidly renewing its membership. Soon the “public” came, 
throughout Europe, to be dominated by la ville, the bourgeoisie. 
Even the most oppressed bourgeoisie, the German, awoke at that 
time from the depths of its national amorphousness and, precisely 
because Germany was not a nation, was able to create a genuine 
universality, the European internationalism of national diversity and 
historical perspectivism. From the eighteenth century on, it was 
the educated bourgeoisie which determined the character of litera
ture and the literary language throughout Europe; from its ranks 
came also the rebels who were to combat it in the nineteenth cen
tury. Today the domination of the bourgeoisie seems gradually 
to be drawing to an end, but only because it has so expanded, 
thanks to its own activity, as to embrace a large percentage of the

132. First published as “Das franzosische Publikum des 17. Jahrhunderts” ; re
printed under the title “La Cour et la ville” in my Vier Untersuchungen 
zur Geschichte der franzosischen Bildung.
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population. It has ceased to be a minority and an elite. Its adver
saries, the proletariat, whose leadership it has provided, are begin
ning, both in their private and public lives, to resemble it like two 
peas in a pod. This bit of history is only an aspect of the long 
economic ,and political domination of the bourgeoisie, a class 
which has always owed its memberships to a natural and continuous 
selection from among the common people. All this seems rather 
obvious; I mention it here only to stress the contrast with late 
antiquity. Today the existence of this elite minority, the “ public,” 
is threatened by expansion; then, it shrank into nothingness.

The ancient public died of shrinkage. After Hellenistic-Roman 
culture in the three centuries from the fall of Carthage to the last 
of the Antonines had conquered the whole western Mediterranean 
world and the literary public seemed solidly implanted both in 
Rome and in many smaller centers throughout the Western part 
of the empire, it slowly began to die of old age. After a long 
transitional period marked by rhetorical sterility;- the language lost 
its richness and flexibility, the free play of thought and sensibility 
died out, and what shortly before had been a highly refined 
Hochsprache succumbed to sclerosis and surrendered to the in
articulate stammerings of barbaric peoples. The cultivated public 
of antiquity does not seem to have been destroyed by the power 
or superior numbers of the barbarians. It had always been a small 
minority; but in its prime it had possessed prestige and authority, 
it had exerted an influence on the masses and remained in contact 
with them through a variety of intermediate groups. During the 
late republic and the first century of the empire, it had no doubt 
expanded considerably, and this growth may even have continued 
during the happy period of the Antonines. But even then, at the 
end of the second century, before the catastrophes set in, Latin 
literature seems to have lost its creative energies. The disease from 
which the literary public suffered can scarcely have been anything 
other than its isolation, a loss of contact with the urban middle 
class from which it had been able to draw new blood with relative 
ease as long as political and literary life had derived their nourish-
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ment from the same source, namely, the schools of philosophy and 
rhetoric. The political and cultural life of antiquity was grounded 
in the old city-state, with its institutions and its mentality. Shaken 
by the inauguration of the empire, these institutions were gradu
ally destroyed. Political and cultural life moved apart. An educa
tion based on rhetoric and philosophy proved to be unsuited to the 
military, administrative, technical, and economic needs of the new 
imperial government. It is true that great jurists participated in the 
government to the very end, but otherwise, from the third cen
tury on, the overgrown, increasingly centralized state took its 
leaders where it found them, largely from the army and seldom 
if ever from the social and cultural elite, which became isolated. 
The urban bourgeoisie, from which the elite might have derived 
a homogeneous new membership, was ruined by the anarchy of 
the third century and the confiscatory taxes of the fourth. We 
cannot but be impressed by the persistence of a venerable tradi
tion when we observe that as late as the sixth century the sena
torial aristocracy, so often murdered off and replaced by new 
men (who were homines novi in a far more radical sense than 
Cicero or Agrippa in their time), still represented some vestige of 
what they formerly had been. .

When finally, at a time when this disintegration was already far 
advanced, Christianity was able to spread freely and, as was only 
natural, made use of the rhetorically molded Latin it found avail
able, it filled this language with new content and gave it a special 
style which we have termed sermo humilis. But the Christians, 
even the most cultivated among them, had no desire to adopt this 
decaying culture. They made use of it, but they did not concern 
themselves with it or take care of it. They enlisted rhetorical edu
cation into the service of the Church, but only in so far as it 
seemed practically utilizable for sermons, apologetics, and polem
ics. Any further preoccupation with the language aroused criticism, 
which was sometimes self-criticism. The Church adapted ancient 
rhetoric to its needs, or rather it took people as it found them; it 
abandoned the rhetorical arts without regret as soon they ceased
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to seem necessary, and it did not—not yet,- that is—feel responsible 
for the cultivation of literary expression. Only very late, when the 
pagan school system had broken down, was the Church-obliged 
for practical reasons to set up schools of its own, and so became, 
against its will, the custodian of the shards of ancient culture. But 
by then ancient culture had long since lost all spontaneity. Cultural 
activity consisted only in learned conversation, compilation,, and 
exegesis; by then no one understood the older literature spon
taneously, in its own spirit.

But then almost involuntarily and by the mere force of events 
the attitude of the Church toward ancient culture underwent a 
change. Formerly the Church had lived in ancient culture, had 
been a part of it, had drawn on its energies as the need arose. Now 
it had become the custodian and administrator, one might say the 
owner, of the old culture—or at least of so much of it as could be 
preserved and owned. The entire heritage became a single corpus, 
the property of the Church, and as such began to have its effect. 
At times the rigorists denounced the pagan authors, but this did 
not mean the same thing as in the past, when Jerome in self-accusa
tion had called himself a Ciceronian. For it was not possible to 
denounce Jerome himself, or Augustine, Ambrose, Gregory, Isi
dore, Prudentius, and Fortunatus; and yet they too had become a 
“ heritage from antiquity” ; antiquity lived in them because they 
had lived in antiquity. Some of them had even preserved what the 
great pagan authors had possessed, namely, a free, varied, dis
ciplined yet not strained articulation of ideas and a free flow of 
rich and varied sensibility attuned to their subject matter and 
sustained without effort by the language.

At the same time, however, the Church became involved in 
political and economic life. The Roman Empire had recognized 
it and made it into a state institution, but the Church had no share 
in the roots and structure of a political edifice that was so in
comparably older, that had so long been hostile to it, and that 
had grown up on such very different foundations. In the West 
the Church now inherited the universality of Rome and in many
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places participated in the founding of new kingdoms; ecclesiastics 
drew up laws and administered, they were active as educators and 
arbiters. Through its possessions, through its activities, in short, by 
the very force of events the Church was drawn into the new feudal 
economy of the Middle Ages. It involved itself and its members in 
the affairs of earthly life and took a leading part in them, often 
overtly; and it participated in its corruption, so making the scandal 
all the more blatant.

All this points to the strange moral dialectic of Christianity. 
God’s realm is not of this world; but how can living men remain 
aloof from the earthly? And are they justified in doing so, since 
Christ himself entered into earthly affairs? Their duty as Christians 
is not a stoical aloofness from earthly concerns but submission 
to suffering. And is it tolerable that the Church itself, the Pope, 
the bishops, and the monasteries should sink into the depths of 
earthly corruption, so that souls are led astray and fall victims to 
eternal damnation? And if not, how can it be averted if not by 
energetic counteractivity in the world, where on the other hand 
the activity of mortal man can never be anything but earthly?

Originally and essentially Christianity as a religion of salvation 
stood aloof from all political strivings, which held no meaning for 
men convinced that the end of the world was at hand. But no 
sooner did it enter into the earthly world and, as was inevitable, 
become involved in it than it became—far more than other, more 
rational religions, taking a friendlier view of life or at least adapt
ing themselves more readily to practical common sense—a never- 
resting force for ethical action in politics. In conformity with its 
origin and essence Christianity carried the demands of an absolute, 
extrahistorical realm into earthly life, so provoking restless activ
ity. Because in the life story of Christ and the typological inter
pretation of history based on it Christianity possessed a universally 
appealing view of earthly events, in which human destinies are 
dramatized, it succeeded in imbuing men with its substance and 
in becoming, through them, a constant source of political, intel
lectual, and individual agitation. From the investiture conflict
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to the Reformation the upheavals which set so deep an ethical 
and revolutionary imprint on the history of Europe and finally 
gave Europe its exemplary position in the world of men were 
caused by Christian unrest. And even the later, modern move
ments, which were no longer called forth by Christian concerns, 
have preserved in their aims and propaganda an element of Chris
tian eschatological unrest. But political action is only one aspect 
of Christian influence. Both lyrical and dramatic poetry derived 
their first forms from the liturgy. By lending the feelings of men 
a new depth the Christian dialectic of suffering and passion laid 
the groundwork for what is most significant and characteristic 
in the poetry of modern times; and the confrontation between 
ancient thought and the paradoxes of the Christian faith was the 
school that made European philosophy what it is.

The disintegration of the Western Roman empire and the long 
period during which the various countries grew to maturity under 
varying conditions produced many European cultures. When once 
again a society came into being that possessed cultural self-aware
ness and a will to cultivate its humanity, it was not one but many, 
each possessing its forms and its language. Nevertheless we may 
venture to speak of a European society and even of a European 
Hochsprache. What unites them is their common root in antiquity 
and Christianity. For this combination contains the dialectical 
force which—even if Europe, like Rome before it, should now lose 
its power and even cease to exist as such—has prefigured the forms 
of a common social and cultural life on our planet.
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