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Michael Reeve

Petrarch’s Gellius

A medieval copy of works by Cassiodorus and Augustine, now Paris, 
Bibliothèque Nationale de France, Lat. 2201, came into the hands of 
Petrarch, who covered it in notes, prefixed two leaves on which he wrote 
prayers and dated them June 1st 1335 and July 10th 1338, and availed 
himself of the final page, which happened to be blank, for listing what he 
called in the top right-hand corner «libri mei peculiares». The expression 
can no longer be seen in the manuscript, but Léopold Delisle, who first 
published the list1, included a reproduction made of the page when it still 
could, though not with any ease. Time has been kinder to a name that 
Petrarch wrote in mid page, «Agellius», though readers over the centuries 
had unkindly distorted his name, A. Gellius or in full Aulus Gellius, the 
author of the antiquarian miscellany Noctes Atticae.

A few times Petrarch cites him by name, but more often he names the 
work, Noctes Atticae. Oftener still, editors of Petrarch name Gellius as the 
source, or one possible source, of information about Antiquity that he uses 

Besides Monica Berté and Robert Kaster, whose help I have acknowledged, I should like to 
thank Carlotta Dionisotti and Stephen Oakley for comments on a draft and the two referees 
for comments on the version that I submitted.

1  L. Delisle, Notice sur un livre annoté par Pétrarque (ms. latin 2201 de la Bibliothèque 
Nationale), «Notices et extraits des manuscrits de la Bibliothèque Nationale et autres bib-
liothèques», 35.2, 1897, pp. 393-408, with two plates. For the latest edition and discussion 
of the list see V. Fera, I ‘libri peculiares’, «Quaderni petrarcheschi», 17-18, 2007-2008, pp. 
1077-1100; on p. 1078 he reports that not even «la lampada di Wood» now brings up the 
note in the top right-hand corner. See also B. L. Ullman, Petrarch’s favorite books, in his 
Studies in the Italian Renaissance, Roma, Edizioni di Storia e Letteratura, 19732, pp. 111-
133, first published in «Transactions of the American Philological Association», 54, 1923, 
pp. 21-38. W. Milde, Petrarch’s list of favorite books, «Res publica litterarum», 2, 1979, pp. 
229-232, contrasts Petrarch’s classification with medieval library catalogues, which usually 
put secular works at the end.
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without attribution; but among well over 100 extant manuscripts of Noctes 
Atticae none has been identified that he owned, and though Petrarcan scho-
lars are now used to scouring later manuscripts for notes that may go back 
to him, no candidates have emerged.

For Suetonius’s lives of the emperors, on the other hand, three manuscripts 
have survived from his library, and in 2011 Monica Berté published an edition 
of his notes, fullest in Oxford, Exeter College, 186. They include these2:

Suet., Aug., 83.1: pumilies (-los edd.)] pomiliones sunt nani3. Require in Noctibus 
Athicis, co 4o ab ultimo.

Suet., Tib., 2.1: claudius claudus (Claudius Caudex edd.)] aliter caudex, with the 
later addition vel audax in cronicula noctium athicarum.

In his literary works, doubtless for stylistic reasons, Petrarch does not give 
precise references, but here, as often in his notes, he does. Modern editors 
of Gellius use medieval witnesses, which run to 20.10, and recentiores, 
which run to 20.11, and so by inclusive reckoning 19.13, where «pumil-
iones» occurs in § 2, is the chapter not fourth but twelfth or thirteenth 
from last. They also have «Caudex» at 17.21.40 with no variant in the appa-
ratus. Rightly, therefore, she saw these two notes as clues to the identity of 
Petrarch’s manuscript4.

When she asked me in July 2023 what I could tell her about recent work 
on the transmission of Gellius, I checked Silvia Scipioni’s descriptions of the 
humanistic manuscripts on the offchance of finding some that ended with 
20.2, but none did5. Meanwhile, an oddity had struck me in Petrarch’s way 
of referring to 19.13: evidently his manuscript did not mark the division 
between books 19 and 20. That prompted me to check whether besides the 
continuous manuscripts there were anthologies or epitomes, and indeed 
there are6. The fullest anthology appeared to be the one known as the 

2  M. Berté, Petrarca lettore di Svetonio, Messina, Centro Interdipartimentale di Studi 
Umanistici, 2011, p. 112 no. 486, pp. 125-126 no. 563.

3  Berté (note 2), p. 112 no. 486, writes «pommiliones», but what appears to be a stroke 
representing the second “m” is actually a flourish on the “l” like those on the “h” of athicis 
and the “l” of ultimo. In the text «pumilies» appears to be a correction of «pumilles».

4  Berté (note 2), p. XXXI note 1.
5  S. Scipioni, I codici umanistici di Gellio, Roma, Edizioni di Storia e Letteratura, 2003. 

Writing this paragraph brought to mind something that Silvia Rizzo said to me in her later 
years: she had come to find herself less interested in other scholars’ conclusions than in how 
they reached them.

6  See F. Cavazza, L’elenco, finora conosciuto, dei ‘florilegia’ medioevali, che comprendono 
anche ‘excerpta Gelliana’ o solo ‘excerpta Gelliana’ (the three commas are misleading), 



Petrarch’s Gellius 11

florilegium Valerio-Gellianum, which has two sequences of excerpts from 
Gellius: one from Books 1-3, 13, 16, and 19, in which excerpts from Gellius 
and Valerius Maximus largely alternate, and a longer one from Books 9-20, 
purely Gellian. Books 4-7 are therefore unrepresented, and so too of course 
Book 8, which has not survived. Only the first sequence has any numbering, 
in subscriptions that follow the last chapters used from Books 1 and 2: 
«Explicit liber .i.» and «Explicit liber secundus. Incipit tertius». The two 
oldest manuscripts, T and Y in the latest edition of Gellius7, turned out to be 
available on line. I looked first at T (Paris, Bibliothèque Nationale de France, 
Lat. 4952, saec. XII, French). There, in a trice, was the answer: 19.13 is the 
chapter fourth from last, and at 17.21.40 the reading is «audax». Clearly, 
then, Petrarch used not a continuous manuscript but a manuscript of this 
florilegium, whether T or not. The absence of numbering led him to devise 
other ways of referring to specific chapters: for 19.13 he counts backwards 
from the imminent end, but for 17.21, too far from the end, he uses the term 
«cronicula», which «si giustifica con l’andamento per l’appunto cronachisti-
co» of the chapter8 and was no doubt suggested by § 1 «ex libris chronici qui 
appellantur (so T)»9, and elsewhere he gives the first word of the chapter10. 

The discovery imposed two tasks: identifying if possible the very manu-
script that he used, and checking that editors of his works had not found 
him using any passage of Gellius absent from the florilegium.

First, then, the manuscripts. Y (Città del Vaticano, Biblioteca Apostolica 
Vaticana, Vat. lat. 3307, saec. XII) no longer provides the same evidence as 

«Maia», 52, 2000, pp. 99-126; L. Holford-Strevens, Studies in the manuscript transmission of 
Aulus Gellius, «Philologia antiqua», 9, 2016, pp. 33-57: 48, 49-52.

7  This is the “Oxford classical text” of L. Holford-Strevens, Oxonii e typographeo 
Clarendoniano, 2020, which replaces P. K. Marshall’s of 1968, reprinted with corrections 
in 1990. M. Hertz was already using the two manuscripts in his second edition, A. Gellii 
Noctium atticarum libri XX ex recensione et cum apparatu critico Martini Hertz, Berolini, 
impensis Wilh. Hertz (Librariae Besserianae), 1883-1885.

8  Berté (note 2), p. 126.
9  Francesco Petrarca, Le postille alla Naturalis historia (codice Par. Lat. 6802), edizione 

critica a cura di Giulia Perucchi, Firenze, Le Lettere, 2022, p. 326 no. 3247.
10  S. Rizzo, Un nuovo codice delle Tusculanae dalla biblioteca del Petrarca, «Ciceroniana», 

n.s., 9, 1996, pp. 75-104: 101, cites from Roma, Biblioteca Nazionale Centrale, Vitt. Em. 
1632, c. 15r the note «Dyagoras. Require noctibus athicis capitulo cognito aliter» (Gellius, 
3.15.3; «Cognito» is the first word of the chapter). M. Baglio, A. Nebuloni Testa, M. Petoletti, 
Francesco Petrarca, Le postille del Virgilio Ambrosiano, Roma-Padova, Antenore, 2006, p. 307 
no. 291, cite the note «De sono huius loci et aliorum require in noctibus athicis interrogatus 
probus valerius et cetera»; the words «Interrogatus Probus Valerius» open Gellius, 13.21, in 
T and Y, which omit after «Interrogatus» the «est» of the continuous manuscripts.
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T, because it has lost between c. 80 and c. 81 the quire that included 17.21.40 
and after c. 89 the leaf or leaves that followed 19.13.3 «aut in Latinam». Two 
other manuscripts were brought to light by the latest editor’s wife, Bonnie 
Blackburn, who noticed a reference in print to Paris, Bibliothèque Nationale 
de France, Nouv. acq. lat. 1777 (a. 1382)11, which the editor calls H, and at 
Florence in the catalogues of the Biblioteca Marucelliana found C 220 (saec. 
XV), which the editor calls M. H but not M is available on line. Both must 
descend from Y, because they too omit what Y has lost after c. 80, namely 
everything between 16.8.16 «sed ubi» and 17.21.42 «consulibus», but they 
include what it has lost after 19.13.3 «aut in Latinam» and must therefore 
descend from an earlier state of it. Nothing has been revealed about the 
history of Y except that one of the texts overwritten with the florilegium 
pertained to the region of Como12, and nothing at all about the history of M; 
but H was partly if not entirely written by Petrarch’s close friend Lombardo 
della Seta, who at the end gives his name and the date and place of writing 
in one of the roundels that appear in his genealogy of the Catones and again 
as a more formal subscription after his genealogy of the Scipiones13:

Hanc gentis Portie Catonum genealogiam ego Lombardus a Serico Pathavus 
antiquissimis in codicibus historiarum reperi millesimo trecentesimo octuagesimo 
secundo die decimo Iunii rure (c. 47v)

11  P. O. Kristeller, Iter italicum, III, London-Leiden, The Warburg Institute-Brill, 1967, 
p. 292. It was described before that by H. Omont in an unindexed volume, Nouvelles 
acquisitions du Département des Manuscrits pendant les années 1898-1899, Paris, Ernest 
Leroux, 1900, p. 17, and later by C. Samaran, R. Marichal, Catalogue des manuscrits en 
écriture latine portant des indications de date, de lieu ou de copiste, IV, Paris, Centre National 
de la Recherche Scientifique, 1981, p. 207. 

12  E. M. Bannister, Monumenti Vaticani di paleografia musicale latina, Lipsia, Ottone 
Harrassowitz, 1913, p. 90 no. 258; G. Baroffio, Notazioni neumatiche (secoli IX-XIII) 
nell’Italia settentrionale: inventario sommario, «Aevum», 83, 2009, pp. 529-579: 562. 
Bannister’s date for Y was «verso il 1100», but B. Munk Olsen gave first ‘s. XII’ in Les 
classiques latins dans les florilèges médiévaux, «Revue d’histoire des textes», 10, 1980, pp. 
115-164: 117 no. 64, and then ‘s. xv1’ in L’étude des auteurs classiques latins aux XIe et XIIe 
siècles, II, Paris, Centre National de la Recherche Scientifique, 1985, p. 871; the latter date 
has been repeated on his authority but may still be too early.

13  Like Samaran, Marichal, Catalogue (note 11), F. Avril, M.-T. Gousset, Manuscrits 
enluminés d’origine italienne, volume 3 XIVe siècle, part II. Émilie-Vénétie, Paris, Bibliothèque 
nationale de France, 2012, p. 135 no. 76 with plate 92, say that Lombardo wrote the whole 
manuscript, but Monica Berté tells me that she has doubts, and they are shared by one of 
the referees, who adds that if the genealogies were not written by Lombardo himself the date 
1382 becomes a terminus a quo. 
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Mo.ccc.lxxxii die Martis vicesimo nono Aprilis rure ego Lombardus a Serico 
Patavus hanc genealogiam Scipionum feci (c. 48r).

Both H and M add passages of Solinus and Cicero in Book 15 and M a pas-
sage of «trogus sive iustinus» in Book 14, but M cannot descend from H, 
which omits more and has been called «a florilegium of the florilegium»14. A 
story not unduly complicated or implausible can therefore be told: Petrarch, 
who died in 1374, found Y in his younger days before it lost anything; when 
Y had lost a quire but still had the end of the text, someone made a copy 
of it and added in Books 14 and 15 passages of Justin, Solinus, and Cicero; 
in 1382 – the terminus ad quem, then, for that copy – Lombardo copied H 
from it; M was copied from it decades later; and Y could have lost the end 
of the text at any date after the copy was made.

Alas, the story has two flaws, both pointed out to me by Monica Berté. 
Though Y has fourteenth-century annotation15, none of it can be attributed 
to Petrarch, though she observes that the note at the beginning of 15.7 
(c. 74r), «annus .63us. dicitur hic periculosus», reveals an interest in the 

14  Holford-Strevens, Studies (note 6), p. 50.
15  One of the referees makes the important suggestion that some of it may be attributable 

to Benzo of Alessandria, who in his Chronicon uses both Gellius, 1.19, and the passage of 
Solinus added beside it in the margin of Y, c. 11r; see M. Petoletti, Il «Chronicon» di Benzo 
d’Alessandria e i classici latini all’inizio del XIV secolo. Edizione critica del libro XXIV: «De 
moribus et vita philosophorum», Milano, Vita e Pensiero, 2000, pp. 224-225. If he did use 
Y, his quotations do not reveal whether it had already lost the quire between c. 80 and c. 
81, because he took from intermediaries 16.19.4-21(Petoletti, p. 243, wrongly puts Gellius 
before «Bellov. Spec. hist. II 109»), 17.4.1, and 17.21.6 – unless he did so precisely because 
of the loss. In any event, I accept the referee’s surmise that Benzo too knew Gellius from the 
florilegium. Of the 36 passages that Petoletti lists in his Indice delle fonti, pp. 381-382 (his 
«IX 3, 1-2» is a slip for 11.9.1-2), he names intermediaries for fifteen, and all the rest are 
present in the florilegium except 5.3.1-7 (p. 251) and 5.10.3 (p. 279); but the latter, whether 
Benzo’s «acerrimus sophisticator»  came ultimately from 5.10.3 «sophistarum acerrimum» 
or from 5.3.7 «acerrimus sophistarum», is attached to 5.10.4-15 (pp. 278-279) in one of 
Petoletti’s intermediaries, Iohannes Gallensis, Communiloquium 1.4.3, in the incunable that 
he uses, Impressum Venetiis per Georgium de Arivabenis Mantuanum, 1496 (c. 42v), and 
doubtless 5.3.1-7, «così sfigurato e riassunto da non poter avanzare alcuna ipotesi plausibile 
sulla sua provenienza» in the words of Petoletti, p. 74, but quoted in a work of saec. XII4/4 
that he does not cite, the Abbreviationes chronicorum of Radulphus de Diceto, ed. W. Stubbs, 
The historical works of Master Ralph de Diceto, dean of London, London 1876, I, pp. 3-263: 
37-38 (not Benzo’s source), will also come to light in a work that Benzo could have known. 
I notice that at 3.5.2 (p. 351) he shares with the florilegium the omission of «eius» and the 
order «prioribus an posterioribus». Petoletti, pp. 71-74, despite mentioning in n. 117 that 
1.19 and 3.5 are present in the florilegium, concluded instead that Benzo knew Books 9-20 
in a continuous manuscript of Gellius.



Michael Reeve14

theme of Sen., 8.1; and an error of Petrarch’s at Mem., 1.16.1 and 2.38.1 in 
quoting 15.6.2, Titon for Tiro as the name of Cicero’s secretary16, occurs in 
T but not in Y or H, both of which have a clear “r”. As there is no anno-
tation by Petrarch in T either, he must have used a copy or relative of T, 
even if it would then be a surprising coincidence in this narrow tradition 
that Lombardo found a copy of Y. One might even wonder about iden-
tifying Y with a Defloratio excerpta ex libro Agelii Nocium acticarum owned 
at Bologna in the mid fourteenth century by the canon lawyer Giovanni 
Calderini17.

Then came the task of checking references given by editors of Petrarch’s 
works to passages of Gellius. I started with the letters and the recent 
editions of postille that I happen to own by courtesy of the editors, and I 
checked only passages absent from the florilegium18. Sometimes another 
possible source given by the editor seemed more likely, and problems arose 
only over passages for which Gellius alone is cited. I will mention just two:

Sen., 1.5.117: amor idem [sc. studii, 116] […] apud nos Plautum compulit cum 
paupertate simul ac senectute luctari.

Gellius, 3.3.14: Sed enim ‘Saturionem’ et ‘Addictum’ et tertiam quandam […] in 
pistrino eum [sc. Plautum] scripsisse Varro et plerique alii memoriae tradide-
runt, cum pecunia omni quam in operis artificum scaenicorum pepererat in 
mercatibus perdita inops Romam redisset et ob quaerendum victum ad circu-
magendas molas quae trusatiles appellantur operam pistori locasset.

In notes on the Seniles only this passage is cited19, but Gellius says noth-
ing about any struggle with old age. That Plautus lived to old age is on 

16  She refers me to Giuseppe Billanovich’s edition, Francesco Petrarca, Rerum memoran
darum libri, Firenze, Sansoni, 1945, p. 17, where the error is reported from all three occurrences 
of the name, Titon in the title of 1.16 and the other two in oblique cases.

17  M. Cochetti, La biblioteca di Giovanni Calderini, «Studi medievali», s. III, 19, 1978, 
pp. 951-1032: 974 no. 63 II. S. P. Oakley, Studies in the transmission of Latin texts, I, 
Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2020, p. 288, mentions that Blickling Hall 6881 (saec. 
XV, «probably written in the lower Rhine valley or the Netherlands») has on cc. 36r-37v 
«Excerpta ex agellio noctium atticarum»; he has kindly sent me images, which show that 
amidst rather more unheralded Valerius Maximus they include Gellius, 1.8.3-6, 16.1.14, 
16.15.1, 19.2.7, all present in the florilegium Valerio-Gellianum. 

18  The contents of the florilegium are given by Hertz in his second edition (note 7), II, 
pp. LIII-LIV, and by Cavazza, L’elenco (note 6), pp. 100-101; the two lists do not entirely 
correspond, and I was briefly thrown off track by Hertz’s failure to mention 13.21. Some 
chapters are used only in part.

19  Francesco Petrarca, Res seniles, a cura di Silvia Rizzo con la collaborazione di Monica 
Berté, 5 volumes, Firenze, Le Lettere, 2006-2019, I, p. 80, and V, p. 15.
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record, however, in Cicero, De senectute, 50; that he fell into poverty, in the 
Eusebius-Jerome chronicle20:

Plautus ex Umbria Sarsinas Romae moritur, qui propter annonae difficultatem ad 
molas manuarias pistori se locaverat, ibi quotiens ab opere vacaret scribere fabulas 
solitus ac vendere.

Petrarch knew both those works: De senectute appears as Catho maior 
among his libri peculiares, and he seems to have marked Jerome’s entry on 
Plautus in his copy of the chronicle, which is unidentified and probably lost 
but has surviving descendants21.

Sen., 2.1.5: Non sum Scipio, quem noctu in Capitolium ascendentem nunquam 
canes latraverunt; sic de illo enim scriptum memini, quamvis id vel medicamen-
to fieri posse vel carmine quidam putent.

Gellius, 6.1.6: Id etiam dicere haut piget, quod idem illi quos supra nominavi litteris 
mandaverint Scipionem hunc Africanum solitavisse noctis extremo, priusquam 
dilucularet, in Capitolium ventitare […], aeditumosque eius templi saepe esse 
demiratos quod solum id temporis in Capitolium ingredientem canes semper in 
alios saevientes neque latrarent eum neque incurrerent. 

The story is also told, however, in the fourth-century work De viris illus-
tribus, 49.2: «In Capitolium intempesta nocte euntem [sc. Scipionem 
Africanum] nunquam canes latraverunt», a passage cited in an old edition 
of Gellius22. That work too Petrarch knew, though he cites it under the 

20  Die Chronik des Hieronymus / Hieronymi Chronicon, herausgegeben von R. Helm, 
Berlin, De Gruyter, 1956, pp. 135-136; the punctuation is mine, but I am unsure whether 
«ibi» goes with what follows or what precedes. G. Martellotti, Francesco Petrarca, Laurea 
occidens: Bucolicum carmen X, Roma, Edizioni di Storia e Letteratura, 1968, p. 68 on verses 
213-215, «Arpinati alius silva, cui pauper amictus, / victus inops ac difficilis, sed leta canenti 
/ frons erat et nullo vite turbata labore», cites Jerome and adds «cfr. A. Gellio Noct. Att. III 
3, 14», but without suggesting that Petrarch knew that passage too; the other passages of 
Gellius listed in his Indice degli autori, p. 89, are all in the florilegium.

21  Monica Berté kindly refers me to Gius. Billanovich, Un nuovo esempio delle scoperte 
e delle letture del Petrarca: l’Eusebio-Girolamo-PseudoProspero, Krefeld, Scherpe, 1954, 
p. 39, where the * indicates that his manuscripts have one or other of «i diversi segni di 
richiamo che il Petrarca mise in quel suo testo» (p. 24); in the reprint, Id., Petrarca e il primo 
umanesimo, Padova, Antenore, 1996, pp. 187-236, the pages are 221 and 210.

22  J. F. Gronovius, Jac. Gronovius, Auli Gellii Noctium Atticarum libri XX prout 
supersunt, Lugduni Batavorum, C. Boutesteyn & J. du Vivié, 1706, p. 374 note 19. Petrarch 
does not mention dogs in his own De viris illustribus, 21.6, when he recounts Scipio’s visits 
to the Capitol; see Francesco Petrarca, De viris illustribus, edizione critica per cura di Guido 
Martellotti, I, Firenze, Sansoni, 1964, p. 158 (and p. 328 in the γ text), where De viris 
illustribus 49.1-3 is cited in the apparatus fontium after Livy 26.19.3-9 and Gellius 6.1.6-7.
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name of Pliny, to whom the manuscripts ascribe it if they ascribe it to 
anyone. From the letters I passed to Rerum memorandarum libri, where 
Giuseppe Billanovich’s index lists 32 passages of Gellius, 22 of them present 
in the florilegium23; but alternative sources equally plausible are available for 
the other ten. The inquiry could be extended to Petrarch’s other works, but 
my findings should already serve as a warning to his editors.

I end by returning to «Agellius» in Paris, B.N.F., Lat. 2201. Together 
with Saturnalia, he forms a category that Petrarch labels ex, which has been 
interpreted as either excerpta or exempla24. The chief purveyor of classical 
exempla, however, is Valerius Maximus, the first author named under (libri) 
ystor(ici)25, and though exempla can be found here and there in Gellius and 
Macrobius, no-one would sum up their works as collections of them. What 
they do both offer, time and again, is quotations from other authors, which 
Petrarch could easily have called excerpta, not least because the preamble 
of the florilegium, after introducing Gellius in an ablative absolute, «col-
lectis etiam nonnullis [sc. sententiis] ex Agellii qui inscribuntur Noctium 
Atticarum libris», quotes § 2 of his preface, whose first sentence it gives as 
«Usi sumus autem ordine rerum fortuito, quem antea in excerpendo fecera-
mus». At the same time, the preamble declares the nature of the florilegium 
itself, and T and Y make no secret of it: in T the text opens on c. 136v with 
the title Ex Maximi Valerii et Agellii libris excerpta, and though Y has no ori-
ginal title, a fourteenth-century hand wrote at the top of c. 1r «Compilatio 
ex libris Valerii Maximi dictorum et factorum memorabilium et Agellii ex 
libris qui inscribuntur Noctium Atticarum». Citing Petrarch’s list, an editor 
of Gellius has said that «by 1337 Petrarch owned a volume of “Ex(cerpta)” 
from Macrobius’ Saturnalia and “Agellius”»26, and Vincenzo Fera has come 
close to interpreting excerpta in that way27:

E pure l’etichettare come excerpta i Saturnalia e Agellius, indipendentemente 
dall’essere Gellio e Macrobio due excerptores, potrebbe significare che la conoscen-

23  See supra, note 16.
24  Delisle, Un livre annoté par Pétrarque (note 1), p. 406; Ullman, Petrarch’s favorite 

books (note 1), p. 117. 
25  Fera, I ‘libri peculiares’ (note 1), p. 1081, raised this objection to exempla in pleading 

for a return to Delisle’s excerpta or Sabbadini’s excerptores.
26  L. Holford-Strevens, ‘Recht as een Palmen-Bohm’ and other facets of Gellius’ medieval 

and humanistic reception, in The worlds of Aulus Gellius, edited by L. Holford-Strevens, A. 
Vardi, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2004, pp. 249-281, p. 281 § 5.4. So far as I know, 
he is the first person to have thought of a single volume. 

27  Fera, I ‘libri peculiares’ (note 1), p. 1087.
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za da parte dell’umanista di quelle opere letterarie non è integrale, ma è limitata 
solo a excerpta: sembrerebbe avvalorare questa conclusione la presenza di veri e 
propri excerpta dalle due opere sui margini dei libri del Petrarca che abbiamo finora 
recuperato.  

Fera’s last consideration would make all Petrarch’s sources excerpta, but the 
suggestion that his knowledge of both Gellius and Macrobius’s Saturnalia 
was limited to excerpts can be taken seriously.

Is it true, though, of Macrobius’s Saturnalia? The excerpts in Città del 
Vaticano, Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana, Pal. lat. 886 (saec. IX) come just 
from Books 1-3 of the seven, and the only florilegium Macrobianum that 
has been reported consists of just a few odds and ends28, but the work «has 
suffered losses ranging from the serious to the catastrophic»29. In 2008 I saw 
Montpellier, Bibliothèque Universitaire Historique de Médecine, 224 (saec. 
XII), where notes already give reasons why text must be lost after Books 2, 
3, and 6. Though in modern parlance fragments are accidental and excerpts 
deliberate, it must be asked how the state of the work might have struck 
Petrarch. Here is the answer given to me by the latest editor, Robert Kaster30:

Books 4-6 simply look like (because they are) collections of excerpts strung togeth-
er by some prose that provides pretty modest connective tissue, and substantial 
portions of Books 2-3, the latter especially, have a similar character. It’s only Books 
1 and 7 that read like continuous prose. Granted, the excerpty character of the 
central books is made more evident by the mise en page of modern editions, which 
set the excerpts apart as such, but even a medieval or early-modern reader of 
Macrobius would have to have been aware of that character.

Excerpts in this sense are a long way from excerpts made by someone 
other than the author, but it can still be asked whether Petrarch might have 
regarded the work, in the copy that he used, as excerpts in the latter sense.

Except at the beginning, the modern division into books and the numbe-
ring that goes with it are not attested in the oldest manuscripts, which pass 
from numbering books to ending sessions of the gathering with references 
to the days of the festival. The first step, therefore, is to see how Petrarch 
numbers the books. For the reason I gave at the outset, namely that precise 
references are alien to his literary works, the answer must come from his 

28  B. Munk Olsen, Les classiques latins dans les florilèges médiévaux, «Revue d’histoire 
des textes», 10, 1980, pp. 115-164: 120-122.

29  Macrobii Ambrosii Theodosii Saturnalia, recognovit brevique adnotatione critica 
instruxit Robert A. Kaster, Oxonii e typographeo Clarendoniano, 2011, p. VII.

30  With his permission I quote from his comments on a draft, for which I thank him 
warmly.
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postille, and for Macrobius, not surprisingly, the largest number appear in 
the Ambrosian Virgil31. He cites all seven of the modern books, but Books 
4 and 7 only once each, Book 2 only three times, and seldom any with a 
precise reference. After Books 1-3, where his numbers do correspond to 
the modern numbers, only «Book 4» occurs, but in three citations of the 
modern Book 532. Later manuscripts have been reported that behave in 
this way33, and I have checked some of them on line. Firenze, Biblioteca 
Medicea Laurenziana, plut. 65.36, Paris, Bibliothèque Nationale de France, 
Lat. 8678, and Città del Vaticano, Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana, Pal. lat. 
1575, number as Books 1-5 the modern Books 1, 2, 3, 4-6, 7, and at the end 
of its Book 4 Pal. lat. 1575 has the note «Deficit in textu»; Firenze, Bibl. 
Med. Laur., plut. 51.12 has the same division but without the numbering. 
The division corresponds to the decorated initials in Firenze, Biblioteca 
Med. Laur., plut. 51.8 (saec. XII), a descendant of R (Città del Vaticano, 
Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana, Reg. lat. 2043, sacc. X-XI) that did not 
do justice to its large initial for the modern Book 5 (c. 60r; c. 67v in Laur. 
51.8) or make out the division lurking in its muddle at the beginning of 
the modern Book 6 (cc. 79r-80r; cc. 89r-90r in Laur. 51.8). The absence 
of numbering in Laur. 51.8 after the explicit of Book 2 matters less than 
the decorated initials, which imply the numbering adopted in Laur. 65.36, 
Lat. 8678, and Pal. lat. 157534. I also took notes in 2008 on Firenze, Bibl. 
Med. Laur., San Marco 328 (saec. XIV), which belonged to Salutati35; on 
the division they are not as clear as I should now wish, but at the beginning 
of Book 4, unlike Laur. 51.8 and the three fifteenth-century manuscripts, it 
has in the margin «Hic plurimum deficit». That did not prevent me from 
concluding that it descended from Laur. 51.8. Petrarch’s manuscript could 

31  Le postille del Virgilio Ambrosiano (note 10). Passages of Macrobius are listed in the 
Indice delle fonti, II, pp. 1008-1011. 

32  Le postille del Virgilio Ambrosiano (note 10), I, p. 278 no. 230, II, p. 815 no. 1320, p. 
955 no. 1791.

33  L. J. Dorfbauer, Die Bucheinteilung der Saturnalia des Macrobius, «Museum 
Helveticum», 57, 2010, pp. 43-63: 47-48.

34  L. Orlandi, Appunti sulla tradizione del greco nei Saturnalia di Macrobio, «Studi 
Medievali e Umanistici», 14, 2016, pp. 431-468: 434-451, follows A. La Penna, Studi sulla 
tradizione dei Saturnali di Macrobio, «Atti della Scuola normale superiore di Pisa», 22, 1953, 
pp. 225-252: 247-249, in deriving the three later Florentine manuscripts and others from 
Laur. 51.8. Orlandi’s stemma goes into more detail.

35  Strangely, La Penna, Studi sulla tradizione, and Orlandi, Appunti sulla tradizione, do 
not mention it, even though it was annotated by Niccoli as well as Salutati and has Greek in 
more than one hand.
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have had either the division alone or the numbering too. Leafing or even 
reading, then, through Laur. 51.8 or any manuscript that has his numbering, 
would he have been struck by the fragmentary state of the work to the point 
of calling it excerpta? Despite the precedent of Montpellier, Bibl. Univ. Hist. 
de Méd., 224, I doubt it.

Like Gellius, however, Macrobius refers more than once to his own pro-
cedure of excerption, three times in his commentary on Cicero’s Somnium 
Scipionis (1.6.28, 1.10.8, 1.20.32) and once in his Saturnalia (6.2.8). Robert 
Kaster goes further36:

As Petrarch would have recognized, the preface of Sat. (§§ 5-10) includes a long 
excerpt from Seneca Ep. 84 (§§ 2-10), the extended metaphor of the bee that flits 
from flower to flower, collecting as it goes material that it then transforms into 
something all its own: as good a characterization as one could want of Macrobius’s 
method of excerpting, though he applied it somewhat more mechanically than 
Seneca had in mind, producing something that is less a transformed substance like 
honey and more like a mosaic in which the joins between the tesserae are evident 
to a reader who knows the sources. As Petrarch would also have recognized, scores 
of those tesserae come from Gellius himself (see the index locorum in the OCT). 
In fact, they occur with especial frequency in Book 1, which reads like continuous 
prose only because Macrobius did a decent job of constructing his mosaic. To 
Petrarch the Gellian tesserae (and presumably others, like the long excerpt from 
Sen. Ep. 47 at 1.11.7-15) would have been perfectly obvious. 

If excerpta is going to be accepted, then, it must surely refer to what 
Gellius and Macrobius did, not to what befell them in transmission. After 
over a century, however, its supporters should disclose where they have 
met it abbreviated as Petrarch abbreviates whatever term he had in mind. 
Familiarity with the modern abbreviation excc. may have blinded them to 
this requirement. The standard repertory of Latin abbreviations devotes 
seven pages to abbreviations that begin with ex37, but none abbreviate 
either excerpta or any other part of excerpere unless one attested in the 
sixteenth century, exct ̃a, should be read as excerpta rather than extracta. In 
the context of Petrarch’s classification, where «Saturnalia» and «Agellius» 
appear at the foot of a column, Vincenzo Fera wondered about extra, 
‘outside’38:

36  See supra, note 30.
37  Dizionario di abbreviature latine ed italiane, a cura di Adriano Cappelli, edizione 

ampliata e rinnovata da Mario Geymonat e Fabio Troncarelli, Milano, Hoepli, 20117, pp. 
126-132, 460-461. 

38  Fera, I ‘libri peculiares’ (note 1), p. 1081 note 11.
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La pur possibile lettura ‘extra’, con cui subito dopo gli storici sarebbe in certo senso 
indicata la marginalità di Macrobio e Gellio rispetto alla storia, è indebolita dalla 
tipologia delle altre rubriche<,> che mirano alla piena caratterizzazione di autori 
e opere.

Why, though, should historians be the only category that Saturnalia and 
Agellius fall outside? On the whole, it seems better to look for ex used as an 
abbreviation of excerpta.


