Servius Stultomastix: Polemics in Roman Education


Our only complete commentary on Vergil from the ancient world is a sizable conglomeration of priceless gems and senseless blunders.  Servius’ notes on syntax, lexicography, mythology, literature, religion, rhetoric, and philosophy are remarkable both for their impressive breadth and their occasional outlandishness, with careful exegesis immediately adjacent to such historical marvels as the dating of Caesar’s assassination to May 13th (post occisum III iduum Maiarum die in senatu Caesarem, Ecl. Praef. 42).  This vast storehouse of information, however, is typically accessed only on an ad hoc basis by scholars, without much serious thought about the commentary as a whole or what it might tell us about Servius.  There is knowledge to be gained, however, in a more holistic examination.  For example, while the content of the commentary is mostly of uncertain origin, the method of presentation is open to investigation, and I will demonstrate that one element of this method is a recurrent and rhetorically motivated aggression toward other Vergilian critics with whom Servius disagrees.

The difficulty facing any comprehensive study of Servius is significant, not only because of the sheer size of the text, but also because of the fluid nature of ancient scholarly compilations, which often omit or even misrepresent their sources, making it all but impossible to ascertain how much of the information is original to the compiler (see in particular the discussions in Casali and Stok 2008).  Complicating the issue is the dual nature of the text.  The “vulgate” text contains those notes ascribed to Servius himself and is dated roughly to the early 5th century CE.  The second, known as Servius Danielis (DS) and surmised to be a 7th century compilation, contains (with slight revisions) the entire text of the vulgate Servius along with a hefty amount of additional notes, which probably draw from Aelius Donatus (see, e.g., Goold 1970).  Whatever the source of these additional notes, they serve as a useful point of comparison when trying to isolate characteristics that are uniquely Servian, among which is the aforementioned polemical criticism of other scholars. 


Accusations of intellectual poverty via such terms as stultus and nescius are a notable feature of the commentary.  Servius regularly berates scholars who criticize Vergil for supposed mistakes such as improper word choice, narrative inconsistency, and grammatical errors.  For example, many criticize Vergil’s likening of Dido to Diana; Servius dismisses them because they do not know (nescientes) that some similes are meant to correspond on all levels, and some only in part (Aen. 1.497).  Others needlessly switch the order of the first three books of the Aeneid in order to give the narrative a linear chronology, not knowing (nescientes again) that it is a feature of the poetic art to begin in medias res (Aen. Praef. 80).  Here and elsewhere Servius not only rushes to the defense of Vergil (a cornerstone of his method throughout), but also sets up an implicit contrast between himself (the authoritative instructor) and his less knowledgeable or less charitable counterparts.             


It is particularly significant that the persistent use of stultus and nescius with reference to other scholars is found only in the vulgate edition of Servius, not in DS.  The mass of additional notes in the latter would provide plenty of opportunity for throwing down the academic gauntlets, but instead the polemical remarks seem distinctly Servian, suggesting that we have secured a rare chance to isolate a unique identity in an otherwise convoluted mass of authorship.  Furthermore, there is a general consensus that Servius wrote for students, though it is also suggested that he intended his work as a preparatory guide for other teachers (Lockhart 1959).  In either case there is a clear element of didacticism that runs throughout the notes, and this educational tone gives the polemical rhetoric an additional layer of meaning: not only is Servius contrasting himself with the stulti, but he is also creating a negative example for his readers to avoid.  The point is driven home by the recurrence of one of Servius’ favorite words: sciendum, “You need to know this.”
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