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Greek in the Middle Ages 

• Middle Ages Europe: Greek not generally known.

• Interest in Latin translations of Greek texts:
– Boethius (5th ex. – 6th in.): Aristotle.

– John Scottus Eriugena (9th cent.): Gregory of Nyssa,
Gregory of Nazianzus, and Maximus the Confessor.

– Burgundio of Pisa (12th cent.): John of Damascus,
John Chrysostom, Galen.

– James of Venice (12th cent.): Aristotle.

– Henricus Aristippus (12th cent.): Plato, Euclid,
Ptolemy, Aristotle, Gregory of Nazianzus.



• 13th cent: a better acquaintance with Greek.
• Southern Italy remained the main bridge between

Greeks and Latins.
• Bartholomew of Messina: Aristotle.
• Robert Grosseteste: revision of Burgundio’s

translation of John of Damascus, and translations of
other works of his, of Dionysius the Areopagite,
Aristotle; articles from the Suda Lexicon.

• Roger Bacon: wrote a Greek grammar for Latins,
significant for the revival of the Greek studies in the
West.

• William of Moerbeke: translation of Aristotle or
revision of existing translations; literal and faithful;
classic in the 14th cent. He also translated
mathematical treatises (Hero of Alexandria and
Archimedes), commentaries of Simplicius, Proclus,
etc.



The Early Humanism
(14th cent.)

• 1309-1376: The Avignon Papacy tried to institute instruction in Greek.

• The first known Greek teacher in Avignon was Barlaam of Seminara in
Calabria, later bishop of Gerace in Calabria (1342-48).

• Barlaam’s successor as bishop of Gerace (1348-66) was Simon
Atumanus. He translated Plutarch’s De cohibenda ira, thus being the
first to introduce Plutarch into the West. He was teaching Greek in Rome
around 1380.

• Nicholas Theoprepos of Reggio (fl. ca 1308-45): a physician at the court
of Naples; interested in Galen (he translated more than 50 of his works).

• Francesco Petrarca (1304-74): for studying Greek, he used the 13th cent.
grammar of Gerard of Huy, Triglossos. He owned Greek copies of Plato
and Homer, but he could not read Homer. He sought to find copies of
Hesiod, Euripides, and Sophocles. For his knowledge of Greek literature,
Petrarch remained dependent on the existing Latin translations.



• Leontius Pilatus (d. 1366): Calabrian scholar, student of
Barlaam; in 1359 he translated for Petrarch the first 5 Books
of the Iliad. By 1361, he was teaching Greek in Florence by
Boccaccio’s instigation to set up a Greek lectorate in
Florence. At the same time, Leontius translated Homer, as
well as 400 lines of Euripides’Hecuba.

• Giovanni Boccaccio (1313-75): in Genealogiae deorum
gentilium inserted Greek quotations into his Latin text; he was
not yet able to work without error and sometimes had
difficulty understanding the text.

• Coluccio Salutati (1331-1406): the strongest supporter of
Greek studies in Florence. He took great pains with
translations, esp. of Plutarch. In 1394 he revised the Latin
style of Atumanus’ translation of Plutarch’s De cohibenda
ira.



• Manuel Chrysoloras (ca 1355-1415)

– 1390: an embassy sent to Venice by Manuel II Palaeologus to get
help by the Christian princes against the Turks.

– 1391: while in Venice, he gave some lessons in Greek.

– 1395: Salutati, the Chancellor of Florence, sent Jacopo Angeli da
Scarperia to Constantinople to learn Greek from Chrysoloras and
bring some Greek books back to Italy:

– 1396: Salutati invited Chrysoloras to teach Greek grammar and
literature in Florence.

– February 2, 1397: Chrysoloras arrived in Florence under a five-year
contract.

– 1400: He left Florence and went to Pavia, to the court of Gian
Galeazzo Visconti.

– Among his pupils were some of the foremost figures of the revival
of Greek studies in Renaissance Italy, including Guarino da Verona,
Leonardo Bruni, Ambrogio Traversari, Palla Strozzi, et al.

– He also taught in Bologna, Venice and Rome.



Greek Language Teaching and Learning Methods

• Chrysoloras’ methods of teaching Greek were
successful in the Italian humanists learning the
language, but also teaching it to their compatriots as
well as to scholars from Germany, France, Holland
and England.

• Little is known about Chrysoloras’ school in
Florence and his methods of teaching Greek.
– the grammar book used to teach the language, the
Erotemata

– from his students’ methods of teaching Greek
– manuscripts such as Vat. Urb. Gr. 121, a Greek

manuscript of Lucian annotated with Latin glosses by an
anonymous pupil of Chrysoloras.



• Erotemata

– Chrysoloras’ grammar book: much easier and simpler
than the Byzantine grammar manuals.

– Erotemata (“Questions”): in question-and-answer
form.

– It was soon abbreviated and translated into Latin by
Guarino da Verona, and was in print as early as 1471.

– Occasional examples of sentences; perhaps the teacher
had to question the students all the time to make sure
that they were mastering the grammar rules.

– In easy stages, they could be introduced to original
texts, prose authors first, and then poetry.





• Teaching methods of Guarino da Verona and his son, Battista
Guarini

• Guarino da Verona (1374-1460): in 1434, at Ferrara, where he tutored
Leonello d’Este. He wrote a letter to Leonello, in which he recalls
Chrysoloras’ teaching methods.

[...] I will in short propose some rules as if an order for study, which I learnt
from Manuel Chrysoloras, a teacher of virtue and knowledge, when he
offered himself to me as a guide in the path of letters.

• The methods are repeated by his son, Battista Guarini (1434-1503) in
his treatise De Ordine Docendi et Studendi (“Upon the method of
Teaching and Reading the Classical authors”), 1459.

• Battista wrote the treatise probably at his father’s suggestion.
I would not hesitate to affirm that those who have been taught using a
method of this kind are to be counted among the most learned of men of all
time, for I have brought together the methods most conducive to teaching
and learning, not only according to my opinion, but also that of the most
learned men, especially my esteemed father, who, as you know, has been a
practicing teacher for a very long time. So as you read this, please consider
the speaker to be my father, not me, and be assured that nothing has been
written here which has not been tested by long practice.



In teaching the former [beginning students], however, he [teacher] should stick to the
following order: they should get used to pronouncing the letters and words clearly and
easily, but not with excessive precision.

Secondly, pupils should be given a complete and perfect command of grammar [...] let
boys learn first to decline their nouns and conjugate their verbs […] the teacher should
not be content to have taught [the paradigms] once only, but should repeat them over
and over, training the boys’ memories on them […] From time to time he should himself
make some mistakes in declination in order to test how sure his students are of their
knowledge […] the boys should both write and practice orally the grammatical
exercises they are set.

I would like students, furthermore, to be taught certain general rules [of syntax], so that
they may arrive more quickly as well as more surely at the rules’ desired results. For
example, students should master the difference between the verbs called “active” and
“neutral” verbs […] Very little need be learned about the passives […] I have given a
few examples in order to make my meaning easier to understand.

It will be extremely useful, moreover, for the students to get used to writing elegantly
while practicing these grammatical exercises, so that (for example) they usually end
their sentences in a verb, and place dependent clauses before the clause they depend on,
for [in this way] it will be easier to guide them into stylistic elegance afterwards.

Once they have mastered these rules, they must add a knowledge of quantity and
prosody …



Let students acquire the Greek language, but not in the confused and
disorderly way that the Greeks usually teach it. Instead, put into their
hands the rules which Manuel Chrysoloras, our father’s teacher,
collected in summary form, or the ones which our father himself, a
great lover of compendia, distilled from the rules of Chrysoloras.

Next they should gradually pass on to the authors. They should first
take up the easier prose authors to ensure that they do not become
bogged down with weighty thoughts and overlook what we chiefly
want from them at first, to strengthen their command of grammar. If
some author proves particularly difficult, he should be given to them
later on. Students should come next to Homer, the prince of poets, who
is not difficult to learn, as he seems to have been a source for all our
writers. Their minds will delight in Virgil’s imitation of him, for the
Aeneid is like a mirror of Homer’s works, and there is almost nothing
in Virgil that does not have an analogue in Homer. And not only subject
matter: they will also observe many verses translated word-for-word
from that source. […] Then let them work hard on the remaining
writers of epic, tragedy, and comedy.



The words will lie readier to hand if they are set out in some order, and the
sustained effort of writing will impress the words more on the mind, while
the accents (of which that language is full) will be fully noted. Or if they
should slip away, they will always have a place where they can be found,
as in a treasury.

When they have made some progress, they must then begin to translate
either from Greek into Latin or from Latin into Greek.

In Greek they will make rapid progress so long as they do not always
expect a teacher to be their guide (after they have acquired the basics).
They should study on their own, using, in place of a teacher, books that
have been translated into Latin. They can pick up the vocabulary
themselves from following the Latin and comparing it with the Greek.

Students should not read to themselves or mumble under their breath, for it
often happens that someone who can’t hear even himself will skip over
numerous verses as though he were somewhere else. Reading out loud is
of no small benefit to the understanding, since of course what sounds like
a voice from outside makes our ears spur the mind sharply to attention. It
even helps our digestion somewhat, or so authorities on the secrets of
nature and medicine claim.



• Ms. Vat. Urb. Gr. 121, a Greek manuscript of Lucian
annotated with Latin glosses by an anonymous pupil of
Chrysoloras

• Late 14th cent. (1397 and 1400, Chrysoloras’ sojourn in
Florence).

• It contains six of Lucian’s works: Charon, De calumnia,
Piscator, Icaromenippus, Timon and Juppiter tragoedus.

• Sufficient space is left between the lines of the Greek text for
interlinear Latin glosses.

• The errors in the Greek text (spelling, accentuation,
vocabulary, etc.) indicate that the anonymous scribe cannot
have been very familiar with Greek.

• The Greek text was copied from ms. Vat. Gr. 87, brought to
Florence by Chrysoloras.

• The majority of the Latin glosses are translations of single
words or, less frequently, groups of words, such as verbal and
prepositional phrases.



Vat.Urb.Gr.121, 11v



• The scribe’s main aim and interest:
– to provide at least a Latin word for the Greek
– to facilitate the grammar and syntax
– to learn Greek, to read and understand it without difficulty.
– no special interest in a literary analysis

• Chrysoloras gave lectures on at least five texts of Lucian’s
contained in ms. Vat. Urb. Gr. 121, all annotated with Latin
glosses by the anonymous pupil.

• Lucian was part of the Byzantine school curriculum and was
appreciated for his language, his literary style, and the
content of his texts.

• Latin translations produced by Chrysoloras’ students
included Lucian’s Charon, (anonymous), Timon
(Bertholdus), both before 1403, and De Calumnia and
Musca, made by Guarino da Verona in Constantinople
between 1403 and 1408.



Guarino Guarini da Verona (1374-1460)

• Spent some time in Byzantium learning Greek
(1403-08) under the instruction of Manuel and John
Chrysoloras.

• Last 30 years of his life in Ferrara as a teacher.
• Translated and revised Chrysoloras’ Erotemata and

compiled a Greek lexicon in 1440.
• Considerable reputation outside Italy: William Grey,

Robert Flemmyng, John Free, et al.
• Greek mss in his library: Aristophanes, Aristotle

(selection of works), Homer, Sophocles, Hesiod,
Xenophon, Lucian.

• Translations: Lucian, Plutarch (at least 13 of his
Lives and a few of the Moralia), Isocrates, Aesop,
Herodotus, Homer, Strabo, patristic texts.



A. ms. Vat. Urb. Gr. 121

postea / praeterea iniustus talis calumniator contrarius legum
Ἔπειτα δὲ ὡς ἄδικος ὁ τοιοῦτος καὶ παράνομός ἐστι

impius utentibus eo damnosus facile, scil. est
καὶ ἀσεβὴς καὶ τοῖς χρωμένοις ἐπιζήμιος, ῥᾴδιον

discere / perpendere
καταμαθεῖν.

B. Guarino

Praeterea hunc ipsum iniustum esse, iniquum, impium ac utentibus
damnosum cognitu perfacile.

Lapo da Castiglionchio: Deinde ut is qui eiusmodi se astringit iniuria,
idem sceleratus et impius sit, ex his perfacile est intueri.

Francesco Griffolini:: Praeterea quam iniustus, quam impius, quam
exitiosus huiusmodi vir sit haud difficile est cognitu.



Greek Guarino’s (?) Gr.-

Lat. Lexicon

Vat. Urb. Gr. 121 Guarino

τραγῳδοδιδασκάλοις recitator 
tragoediarum / qui 
scribit tragoedias

tragoediarum
magistris

tragoediarum
scriptoribus

κολακεία blanditia / assentatio blanditia / delicia;
adulationum

blanditias; 
adulationum

περιηγητής expositor circumductor / 
circummonstrator

monstrator

ὑπόθεσις thema / causa / 
materia / propositum

materia / propositio materia

πρωταγωνιστὴν πρῶτον = prius
ἀγωνίζομαι = certo

primum certatorem / 
repraesentatorem

priorem certatorem

ἀδείας licentia / libertas / 
facultas / securitas

licentia licentiam

ἐμπόδιον impedimentum impedimentum impedimentum



Leonardo Bruni (1369/70-1444)
• Under the patronage of Salutati and the influence of Chrysoloras, he

produced literal translations of Greek texts into Latin.

• Translations of Aristotle, Plato, Plutarch, Demosthenes and Aeschines.

• Plato’s Phaedo (1403), Gorgias (1409) and Crito (before 1423).

• Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics (1416), Oeconomica (1420-21).

• Later work (after 1423): revision of his translation of Plato’s Apology, a
version of part of the Phaedrus, of part of the Symposium and the
Epistles.

• Commentaria rerum graegarum: a study of Greek history of the
classical period.

• 1438: translation of Aristotle’s Politics, at the request of Duke Humfrey
of Gloucester.

• Aristophanes’ Plutus (part): ca 1439; Plutus was the first play in the
selection of Aristophanes read in Byzantine schools and linguistically it
may be the easiest.



• In the preface to his new Latin translation of
Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics, Bruni comments
on the medieval translator, Robert Grosseteste:

… It is possible that he was a learned man in philosophy,
but on the whole, I rather think not, especially when I
see him making confusion of the subject matter as well
as the vocabulary. What word is more common among
writers on moral philosophy than the word honestum? …
for the Greek equivalent of honestum [= “morally
worthy”], which Aristotle uses everywhere, our
translator always uses the Latin word bonum [= “good”].
This is utterly absurd …These are distinct terms among
the Greeks, as they are among the Latins, and if he
understood anything at all, he could never have confused
them. …



Vittorino da Feltre (1378-1446)
• He studied Greek under Guarino da Verona.
• In 1423, he was invited by Gianfrancesco

Gonzaga, Marquis of Mantua, to undertake the
education of his children, and established a
school there.

• Classical literature was predominant: Virgil,
Homer, Cicero and Demosthenes. His school
had native Greeks to teach the language. They
served also as copyists and in return they were
taught Latin, e.g., Peter the Cretan, and Girard
of Patras. George Trapezuntius was in his
school in 1431, Theodore Gaza in 1444.



• Traversari visited Vittorino’s school in 1433 and
gives an account of the Greek volumes in his
library:

Augustine on the Trinity (perhaps in the translation
of Maximus Planudes of 1300), Plato’s Laws,
Letters and Republic, Chrysostom, Ptolemy,
Aristides Quintilianus, texts of Aristotle,
dictionaries, grammar books, Herodotus,
Thucydides, Arrian, poets (Homer, Hesiod,
Theocritus, Aristophanes, and the three tragedians),
Plutarch’s Lives.

• The importance of Vittorino’s school: it brought
Greek into the curriculum of a secondary
school.



Sassolo da Prato (1416/17-1449)

• Fluent in both Latin and
Greek, a student at the school
of Vittorino da Feltre and an
assistant to Vittorino in
mathematics and a teacher of
music.

• Translation of Prodicus’ tale of
Hercules from Xenophon’s
Memorabilia, dedicated to
Alessandro Gonzaga, the
youngest son of Gianfrancesco
Gonzaga.

• 1441-1442: epistle-treatise De
Victorini Feltrensis vita ac
disciplina.



Francesco Filelfo (1398-1481)
• As a secretary to the Venetian consul at Constantinople, he

arrived there in 1420, and studied Greek under John
Chrysoloras. In 1427, he returned to Venice with a great
collection of Greek books.

• Fluent in both Greek and Latin.
• Large correspondence (110 letters in Greek) and

compositions in Greek verse, e.g., elegiac couplets addressed
to Th. Gaza, J.Argyropoulos, A. Callistus, Bessarion and
Sultan Mehmet the Conqueror.

• Gave lectures on the Iliad, Thucydides, Xenophon,
Aeschines, and Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics.

• Translations: pseudo-Aristotelian Rhetorica, parts of
Euripides Hecuba, medical treatises by Hippocrates,
Plutarch’s Lycurgus, Numa, Galba, and Otho, and the two
collections of his Apophthegmata, some of Lysias and
Xenophon (Cyropaedia, completed in 1467).



Lapo da Castiglionchio the younger (1406-1438)

• A student of Filelfo.
• He produced and dedicated Latin translations to various prelates:

– Lucian’s De calumnia to Giovanni Morroni da Rieti, a cleric of
the Papal Chamber; De longaevis and Patriae laudatio to
Gregorio Correr, apostolic protonotary; Demonactis vita to
Lodovico Scarampo Trevisan, Bishop of Traù; De fletu and De
somnio to Pope Eugenius IV.

– Plutarch’s Themistocles to Cosimo de’Medici; Solon to Pope
Eugenius IV; Theseus and Romulus to Cardinal Prospero
Colonna; Publicola to Cardinal Giordano Orsini. He translated all
but four of the Vitae of Plutarch.

– Isocrates’ Oratio ad Demonicum to Cardinal Prospero Colonna;
Oratio ad Nicoclem to Antonio Panormita.

– He also translated: Theophrastus’ Characters, Xenophon’s
Hipparchicus, and Demosthenes’Oratio funebris.

• Lapo showed a critical attitude towards the Greek text.
• First half of 1438, Lapo is found in Ferrara probably translating texts

from Latin to Greek and vice versa.



Francesco Griffolini d’Arezzo (1418-1483)

• He was in the service of various church prelates in the
Papacies of Nicholas V, Calixtus III and Pius II.

• He accompanied Cardinal Isidore of Kiev on a common
embassy to Constantinople in 1452-1453, and brought
back to Italy at least two manuscripts (Vat.Gr.534 and
564).

• Translation of St. Chrysostom’s Homilies on St. John’s
gospel to Cosimo de’Medici.

• Translation of Lucian’s De calumnia to John Tiptoft, Earl
of Worcester, and to Francesco Pellato of Padua, advisor of
Alfonso I of Aragon, King of Naples.

• He also translated: other texts attributed to John
Chrysostom, pseudo-Phalaris’ Epistulae, Homer’s
Odyssey, Diogenes the Cynic.



• οἷόν τι καὶ ἐπὶ τοῖς γυμνικοῖς ἀγῶσιν ἐπὶ τῶν δρομέων γίγνεται·
κἀκεῖ γὰρ ὁ μὲν ἀγαθὸς δρομεὺς τῆς ὕσπληγγος εὐθὺς
καταπεσούσης … (Lucian, De calumnia 12)

• [“You, may see the same thing among runners at the games. The
good runner, from the moment the barrier falls …”]

• Qualiter in gymnicis currentium certaminibus fieri solet, ubi
bonus quidem cursor, deiecto confestim carcere ... (Guarino)

• Quod in iis quae in gymnicis certaminibus fiunt usu venire solet;
illic enim is qui cursu praevalet emissus e carceribus ... (Lapo)

• Quod in gymnicis certaminibus usu venit, in quibus qui cursu
praestat, carceribus quamprimum relictis ... (Griffolini)



Greek Guarino Lapo Griffolini

νόσου aegritudo morbo morbo

σημεῖον indicium argumento argumentum

δρομέων currentium ▬ ▬

μύωπι oestro stimulo stimulo

ἀντίτεχνος artis adversarium aemulus aemulum

δειλὸς formidolosum timidi timidi

χαλεπώτεροι durus magis graviores graviores

ἄπιστος incredibilis fides non adhiberetur fidem non adhibendam

συνεταράχθη vexatus est perturbatus est perturbatus est

σιωπῶντες silentia continentes tacite taciti

μετεσχηκὼς participasse conscius conscius



Lorenzo Valla (1407-1457)

• The most important member of Bessarion’s circle in
Rome.

• 1434-35: began a translation of Demosthenes’s On
the crown.

• His version of the Iliad goes back to ca 1434-35.
• 1436: Valla was considered an expert in Greek.
• 1438: translation of 33 of Aesop’s fables, and

Xenophon’s Cyropaedia (part)
• Translation of Thucydides (commissioned by

Nicholas V).
• Translation of Herodotus (commissioned by Nicholas

V)



Marsilio Ficino (1433-1499)
• Began learning Greek in 1456.
• Mostly translations: texts little known and linguistically not too

easy; the Orphic hymns, the Orphic Argonautica, hymns by
Proclus, the Homeric hymns, and Hesiod’s Theogony.

• 1462: Cosimo gave him some Greek manuscripts (Plato and
Plotinus). Cosimo asked him to translate Plato and Hermes
Trismegistus (treatises for theology and magic of ancient
Egypt).

• Commentaries on the Symposium and Philebus.
• 1470: a lengthy study entitled Theologia platonica de

immortalitate animorum, completed in 1474; first printed in
1482.

• Translation of Neoplatonist Enneads of Plotinus (3rd cent.) and a
commentary. Drafting of the translation: 1484-86, then revision
and commentary till 1490. First in print in 1492. And lectures on
the same text.

• 1490-92: translation and commentary of two essays by pseudo-
Dionysius the Areopagite.



Angelo Poliziano (1454-1494)
• His interests: Homer, Aristotle, Hellenistic literature;

attempt to imitate the epigrams of the Greek Anthology.
• Homer. 1486: introductory lecture on Homer; 1489:

introduction for a course on the Odyssey; 1470-75:
translation of Books 2-5 of the Iliad for Lorenzo
de’Medici.

• Aristotle. 1490-91: Lectures on the Nicomachean Ethics;
post-classical philosophy: version of the Enchiridion of
Epictetus in 1479 (dedicated to Lorenzo de’Medici).

• Hellenistic literature. 1482-83: lectures on Theocritus’
Idylls; later he worked on Callimachus.

• Interest in medicine (notes in two volumes of Galen and
translation of medical texts) and law (Pandects and Digest).

• One of the few humanists who composed a number of
Greek epigrams.



Other Italian translators
• Francesco Barbaro (1390-1454): learned Greek from Guarino da Verona;

translations of Plutarch’s Aristeides and Cato; owner of two manuscripts of
Plato and Lucian; made efforts to employ Greeks as copyists of texts, e.g., G.
Trapezuntius, Girard of Patras.

• Ermolao Barbaro (1453/54-93), grandson of Francesco Barbaro; translation
of Aristotle’s Rhetoric and of Themistius’ commentary on Aristotle; lectures
on the Nicomachean Ethics and Politics. (1478-9); valuable contribution to
the botanist Dioscorides (not just a translation, but Barbaro assembled
information from other classical sources).

• Leonardo Giustinian (another pupil of Guarino): translation of Plutarch’s
Cato and Lucullus.

• Pietro Bembo (1470-1547): He studied Greek in Sicily with C. Laskaris,
whose Grammar he brought back to Venice, where it was printed by Aldus.

• Ambrogio Traversari (1386-1439): Mainly translations of Greek patristic
literature (J. Chrysostom, J. Climax, pseudo-Dionysius the Aeropagite, etc.);
translation of Diogenes Laertius The Lives of the Philosophers; had some
pupils and organised a course in Greek in his monastery in Florence in 1425.

• Giovanni Aurispa (1376-1459): In 1423 back from his second journey to
Greece, bringing back an enormous collection of mss of pagan and patristic
texts; he held the Chair of Greek in Florence (1425-27); Teacher of Lorenzo
Valla; translated Lucian’s Toxaris and the 12th Dialogue of the Dead.


