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A new edition with commentary of the six surviving books of Varro’s De 
lingua Latina is not likely to be awaited by large crowds of impatient readers, 
yet this intriguing text deserves attention. It discusses matters of etymology 
(Books 5–7) and morphology (Books 8–10), quotes from a range of earlier 
texts including many that no longer survive, and is an invaluable source on 
the customs, religion, and topography of late Republican Rome. Its style, 
chunky and functional, stands in a strange counterpoint to the elegant prose 
of Varro’s contemporaries Cicero and Caesar. 

The most recent critical edition has been that of G. Goetz and F. Schoell 
in the Bibliotheca Teubneriana (1910), which was followed by a bilingual 
edition by R. G. Kent in the Loeb Classical Library (2 vols., 1938). Since then, 
only new editions of individual books have appeared. Wolfgang De Melo has 
done Classical scholarship a great service by publishing a new critical 
edition of this rare text with a facing translation, introduction, and 
commentary. What makes his work especially valuable is the focus on 
linguistics: in the introduction and the commentary he not only explains 
Varro’s ideas about the Latin language and its origins, but also evaluates 
them in the light of our current knowledge of the subject. 

The introduction (pp. 1–253) starts with a short Section 1 on ‘Varro’s Life 
and Works’ (pp. 1–5), which includes a discussion of the date of the De lingua 
Latina. Section 2, ‘The transmission of the De lingua Latina’ (pp. 5–25), also 
takes in past editions and matters of spelling. Section 3, ‘An overview of 
Greek and Roman grammatical studies’ (pp. 25–35), gives a brief account of 
linguistic scholarship in the Classical world, from the beginnings to late 
antiquity. The long Section 4, ‘Etymology’ (pp. 35–126), sets out Varro’s 
approach to the subject and the structure of Books 5–7 as well as our current 
knowledge of Indo-European etymology. Section 5, ‘Morphology’ (pp. 126–
236), once again expounds Varro’s treatment of this subject in Books 8–10 as 
well as the views of modern linguists on this subject. The introduction closes 
with an insightful Section 6 on ‘Varro’s language and style’ (pp. 236–53). 

 
* This review has benefited from research grant no. 116524 of the Hungarian 
National Bureau for Research, Development and Innovation, and from a Ramón y 
Cajal Fellowship awarded by the Spanish Ministry for Science, Innovation, and Uni-
versities. 
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The Latin text of the six surviving books of De lingua Latina is accompanied 
by a translation on the right-hand pages (pp. 255–633). There follows an 
edition with facing translation of the fragments of the nineteen lost books 
of the De lingua Latina (pp. 635–50).  

The second volume, which has continuous page numbering, contains the 
commentary (pp. 651–1271), followed by a bibliography (pp. 1273–97) and a 
valuable set of indices (pp. 1299–322). 

Mention has already been made of the strong focus on linguistics, on 
which De Melo is an authority. For example, Sections 4.3–4.4 of the intro-
duction provide a lucid and detailed outline of our current knowledge of 
Indo-European etymology, from the basic principles to the most recent 
research on key issues. The commentary examines in detail the individual 
claims made by Varro in each paragraph, and compares it to modern views 
where appropriate. De Melo makes an eloquent plea that we should take a 
favourable view of the achievements of the Roman scholar: ‘remarkably 
often, Varro’s pre-scientific methods led to results that are still valid today’ 
(p. 68). 

From the point of view of textual criticism, which is the home turf of this 
reviewer, this edition is a mixed success. The problems are apparent in the 
short Section 2 of the introduction on the transmission of the text, which 
relies mainly on the work of Goetz and Schoell and of earlier scholars; it only 
makes partial use of an important paper from 2000 by Giorgio Piras.1 De Melo 
declares (at p. 6) that the surviving manuscripts of the De lingua Latina ‘all go 
back, directly to indirectly, to a manuscript still extant’ and known as F 
(Florence, Biblioteca Medicea Laurenziana, Plut. 51.10).2 This was first sug-
gested by Angelo Mai in the early nineteenth century, and it has been accep-
ted by many scholars, but not all. Piras observes that it has not been proven 
and an adequate study of the transmission is still outstanding, but he 

 
1 G. Piras 2000. ‘Per la tradizione del De lingua Latina di Varrone.’ In M. De Nonno, P. 
De Paolis, L. Holtz (edd.), Manuscripts and Tradition of Grammatical Texts from Antiquity 
to the Renaissance: Proceedings of a Conference Held at Erice, 16–23 October 1997 as the 11th 
Course of International School for the Study of Written Records, 747–72. Cassino. 
2 For images of F and bibliography see <http://teca.bmlonline.it>. For a recent 
description, not quoted by De Melo, see L. Regnicoli and M. Berté 2013. ‘Il codice 
cassinese archetipo di Varrone con la Pro Cluentio di Cicerone.’ In T. De Robertis et 
al. (edd.), Boccaccio autore e copista: Firenze, Biblioteca Medicea Laurenziana, 11 ottobre 
2013–11 gennaio 2014, 353–57. Firenze. Note esp. p. 353 (Regnicoli, following Virginia 
Brown) on the date of the manuscript (c. 1100, not the eleventh century, an earlier 
view that is still accepted by De Melo, p. 6). 
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believes that it is the most economical working hypothesis that F is indeed 
the archetype.3 

If that is the case, then the remaining manuscripts only come into play 
as sources of conjectures, except wherever F has become illegible and where 
it has lost a fascicle at 5.119–6.61, which is over one-fifth of the text. There, 
editors must rely on its descendants. Here De Melo (pp. xv, 7) follows Fv, the 
collation of F made by Petrus Victorius and Iacobus Diacetius in a copy of 
the editio princeps, apparently in 1521, before F had lost 5.119–6.61. Perplex-
ingly, De Melo does not indicate the whereabouts of this important source, 
and he does not appear to have collated it in person.4 Piras observes that 
scholars still disagree about the value of these annotations, but it is clear 
that they do not constitute a proper collation in the modern sense of the 
word.5 In view of these concerns, it would be desirable to compare Fv with 
the surviving manuscripts that descend from F. 

Among these, De Melo (p. 18) gives pride of place to f (Florence, Biblioteca 
Medicea Laurenziana, Plut. 51.05), which he includes among ‘early copies of 
high quality’, while noting the ‘doubts about the importance of f’ registered 
by Piras. In fact, Piras observed that earlier scholars had shown that f was 
less close to F than had been believed, and it was certainly not a direct copy 
of F.6 Nor is f, transcribed in Florence in 1427 (p. 18), the earliest surviving 
copy. De Melo does not date any other manuscript of the De lingua Latina to 
earlier than the fifteenth century, but he does mention Rome, Biblioteca 
Vallicelliana, D 49, Part 3, whose ‘main interest … lies in the question … 
whether it was copied by Boccaccio’ (p. 19). That is no trifling matter, as a 
manuscript copied by Boccaccio (1313–1375) would be over fifty years older 
than f. But that debate belongs to the past; Albinia de la Mare has attributed 
Vallicelliana D 49, Part 3 to the Florentine humanist and chancellor Coluccio 
Salutati (1331–1406), and Stefano Zamponi has now clarified that it was 
copied in the first half of the 1390s, not by Salutati himself, but by his close 
associate Iacopo Angeli of Scarperia.7 That still makes it a generation older 

 
3 Piras op. cit. 747–53 and 762, with references. 
4 It is Munich, Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, 4 Inc.s.a. 1908 a: Piras op. cit. 752 n. 14. 
5 Piras op. cit. 752. 
6 Piras op. cit. 762. 
7 Salutati: A. C. de la Mare 1994. ‘A palaeographer’s Odyssey.’ In J. Onians (ed.) 1994, 
Sight & Insight: Essays on Art and Culture in Honour of E. H. Gombrich at 85, 88–107, at 107 
n. 35. London; cf. Piras op. cit. 765–67. Iacopo Angeli: S. Zamponi 2016. ‘Aspetti della 
tradizione antica nella littera antiqua.’ In R. Black, J. Kraye, L. Nuvoloni (edd.), 
Palaeography, Manuscript Illumination and Humanism in Renaissance Italy: Studies in 
Memory of A. C. de la Mare, 105–25 and plate 2, at 114. London. 
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than f, and more promising because of the scholarly accomplishments of 
Salutati and his circle. 

In sum, De Melo does not make full use of recent scholarship on the 
manuscripts of the De lingua Latina. The consequences are a few mistakes and 
obscurities in the introduction, as well as weaknesses in the editorial 
strategy. Someone preparing a new critical edition with commentary might 
not be expected to study every surviving manuscript, but direct study of the 
most important textual witnesses is essential, conducted in person if 
possible and otherwise using photographs. De Melo has studied F, but for the 
other manuscripts and the annotations of Victorius and Diacetius he simply 
follows the report of Goetz and Schoell and earlier editors. Studying these 
annotations, the Vallicelliana manuscript and perhaps a few others would 
have been a manageable task, and it could have yielded a better understand-
ing of these witnesses as well as a more accurate report of their readings – a 
better basis for the edition of that part of the text where F is missing. 

But it must be said that the text of the edition is good. The starting point 
is difficult, as F is an unreliable witness: it contains many obvious mistakes, 
including omissions and additions, and plenty of less obvious ones. The 
question is not whether an editor must alter this text, but when and how. I 
shall highlight De Melo’s approach by showing how the initial clause of 8.21 
(which refers to two aspects of declinatio that have already been discussed) 
appears in F and in three editions. I add a brief critical apparatus below. The 
clause refers to two points that have been made earlier about declinatio.  

 
F    quoniam dictum de duabus declinationibus cur et in qua sit fama 
Goetz & Schoell    quoniam dictum de duobus, declinatio cur et in qua sit †fama  
Kent    quoniam dictum de duobus, declinatio cur et in qua<s> sit facta 
De Melo quoniam dictum de duabus declinatio<nis ratio>nibus, cur et in qua<s 

res> sit facta 
  
duabus declinationibus F : duobus, declinatio Mueller : duabus declinatio<nis 
ratio>nibus Dahlmann  |  in qua F : in qua<s> Kent : in qua<s res> Mette  |  fama F : 
facta A. Spengel 
 

This short clause contains three textual problems. Goetz and Schoell only 
tackle the first; they print Mueller’s reconstruction, but this is less attractive 
than the elegant twentieth-century conjecture that is adopted by De Melo. 
The second problem is noticed by Kent,8 but his conjecture is improved on 
by Mette, who is followed by De Melo. The third problem is solved adequ-

 
8 Kent claims authorship of the conjecture in qua<s>, which De Melo attributes to 
Goetz and Schoell. 
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ately by Andreas Spengel’s conjecture, which is printed by Kent and De Melo 
(it precedes Goetz and Schoell). In sum, De Melo is ready to go further than 
Goetz and Schoell in correcting the text, and he shows independence as well 
as soundness of judgment in doing so. Every page of his edition benefits from 
his close attention to the contents. 

Finally, the format of the critical edition deserves mention. Goetz and 
Schoell tried to convey the maximum of information in the minimum of 
printed space. This resulted in an unusually dense edition, with an apparatus 
of loci paralleli, a highly compact critical apparatus, and references to the 
passages quoted by Varro set inside the text. De Melo’s edition is more 
simple and airy; the apparatus of loci paralleli has been omitted, the critical 
apparatus has been recast into footnotes, and references to the passages 
quoted have been moved into the commentary (or, on occasion, omitted). 
The third change is the only real inconvenience, as many readers who come 
across a quotation will want to see at a glance where it comes from. 

While the book is attractively produced, there are a few major typos, 
possibly due to the typesetter.9 

 
Dániel Kiss                DOI 10.15731/AClass.# 
University of Barcelona, Spain 

 
9 Thus on p. 289, ‘Hence Pacuvius is right in saying,’ has been printed twice; on p. 
416, a sentence from the translation has made its way into the Latin text. 


