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4 DE VULGARI ELOQUENTIA 

The But because the business of every science is not 
subject to prove but to explain its subject, in order that 
defined men may know what that is [20] with which 

the science is concerned, we say (to come quickly 
to the point) that what we call the vernacular 
speech is that to which children are accustomed by 
those who are abou.t them when they first begin 
to distinguish words; or to put it more shortly, 
we say that the vernacular speech is that which 
we acquire without any rule, by imitating our 
nurses. There further springs from this another 
secondary speech, which the Romans called 
grammar. And this [30] secondary speech 
the Greeks also have, as well as others, but not 
all. Few, however, acquire the use of this 
speech, because we can only be guided and 
instructed in it by the expenditure of much 

...J-, time, and by assiduous study. Of these two 
Ii '" kinds of speech also, the vernacular is the 

..... nobler, as well because it was the first employed 
by the human race, as because the whole world 
makes use of it, though it has been divided into 
forms differing in pronunciation and vocabulary. 
It is also the nobler as being natural to us, 
whereas the other is [40] rather of an artificial 
kind; and it is of this our nobler speech that 
we intend to treat. 

The original chapter headings, which are not by 
the hand of Dan1le and are inadequate and sometimes 
incorrect, have been replaced by summaries of ~he 
contents prefixed to each chapter. When in the 
notes appended to each chapter citations of passages 
from the Divina Commedia and the Con'lJi'lJio are followed 
by the letter n., it is to be understood that the notes to 
those passages in the' Temple Classics' eclition are 
referred to. 

l. THE FIRST BOOK 5 

* * * The numbers inurted in the text in square brackets, 
usedfor riference in the notu and e/uwlure, are thou of the 
lines in Dr Moore's Oxford Dante. The original Latin 
textfollo:ued is that .if Rajna's smaller edition (Florence, 
SUCUSSOrl Le Monmer, 1897). On the title, date, and 
history if this work, see Appendix I. p. 116. 

z. Compare Paradiso, II. 7; De };fonarchia, !. I: 
18, 19· 

8. Compare Con'lJi'lJio, 1. II : 18 ff. ; IV. 8: 1-6. 
10. Compare Paradiso, V(J!. 94, 136. 
II. The Word is here equivalent to the Wisdom of 

God, as in Paradiso, XIX. 44. Compare Con'lJivio, II. 
6: 66. 

12. Lit., 'To th~ speech of the vulgar peoples,' 
i.e. the dllferent vanetles of the vernacular in Italy. 
See below, I. 19. 

17. Sed quia unamquanque doctrinam oparld non probare 
sed suum a/trire subiutum. See Convivio, II. 14: 14 ff. ; 
and compare Paradiso, XXIV. 70-78. The ve~nacular 
was not one of the recognised sciences (Con'lJi'lJio, 1I. 
14 : 55 If.), hence Dan te here speaks of the learning 
relating thereto as doctrina, not Jcitntia. 

28. By grammar Dante here means a literary 
language of con ventional origin, artificial construc
tion, and permanent character; with special reference 
to Latin. See below, I. 9: lOIn. In Con'lJi'lJio, I. II: 

95 If., he talks of 'the Grammar of the Greeks' 
meaning their literary language, and alludes also t~ 
the literary language of Provence. 

34. For Dante's own experience, see Con'lJivio, II. 
13: uff. 

41. There is a contradiction, more apparent than 
real, between. this passage and Con'lJi'lJio, I. 5 : 45-106, 
where Latm IS proved superior to the vernacular (a) 
on the ground of nobility, because of its being un. 
changeable [as .to this see belo~, note on !. 9: 101]; 
(6) because of ItS greater efficIency as a vehicle of 
th~Ug!'t, (c) because of the greater beauty due to its 
artIficIal character. To understand the relation 
between these two passages it must be borne in mind 
that in Convi'lJio, I. 5 the comparison is between Latin 
as a literary language in the fixed and perfected state 
in which Dante supposed it to be, and the vernacular 
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290 THE DE MONARCHIA 

the Comedy in the way indicated by the opening 
of the twenty-fifth canto of the Paradiso and by 
the correspondence with Del Virgilio (see below, 
pp. 37 1 - 3 85) could also be speaking of himself 
as one that had as yet made no contribution to 
the public weal, in payment for all he had re
ceived (De Monarchia, I. I). And further, the 
later years of Dante's life seem to furnish no 
special occasion for the production of what after 
all seems to announce itself as an 'occasional' 
writing, in spite of its breadth of treatment and 
weight of argument. And finall y, the general tone 
of the work and the impression it produces are as 
far removed as possible from that of a philosophical 
postscript to the documents of Dante's actual 
controversies. If we compare it, from this point 
of view, with the echoes of his political hopes, 
(the rumblings of the volcano, still glowing but 
no longer in eruption), which we find in the 
later cantos of the Purgatorio and in the Paradiso 
(Purgatorio, XX. 10-15; XXXIII. 40-+5. 
Paradiso, XXX. 133-148 etc.), we shall hardly 
be inclined to regard them as all belonging to 
the same emotional stratum of Dante's life.1 

Nor would it be easy to understand the absence of 
any direct reference to Henry's reign if the 
work were contemporary with the Paradiso. 

My conclusion, then (though given merely pro
visionally and with full consciousness of the diffi
culties that surround it), is, that the De Monarchia 
was written about the year 1309, and that in it we 

1 As to ecclesiastical affairs, the contrasted tone 
(though it may be felt) is not nearly so marked. 
Compare, for instance, D, Monarchia, 11. 12: 18 sqq. 

with Paradiso, XXII. 81.- 84. 

APPENDIX 

~~s~~::~~~~: f~li ::t:ritYf the general conception 
human destin . ' 0 government, and of 
figured withoYu't wbhlch was afterwards trans-
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390 QUAESTIO §§ 

of truth and hatred of falsehood. And lest the 
spleen of the many who are wont to foist lies, in 
their absence, upon those they hate, should 
pervert, behind my back, what I had rightly 
uttered, it was my further pleasure, in this 
attestation prepared by my own fingers, to leave 
a record of my conclusion, and to design with 
my pen the form of this whole disputation. 

14, 15. Slzould p.rvert. The text reads tran!mutmt, a 
plural verb to the singular subject livor, a mistake 
which suggests careless transcription. 

§ 2. 

T he The question, then, turned on the pOSitIOn 
question and shape, or form, of two elements, water, 

to wit, and earth; and what I here mean by 
form is what the Philosopher puts down as 
the fourth kind of' quality' in the Predicaments. 
And the discussion was limited to this inquiry 
(as the principle of the truth to be investigated) . 

- f' VThether water, in its own sphere, that is in its 
Lt natural [IOJ circumference, was in any part higher 

than the earth which emerges from the waters, 
and which we commonly call the habitable 
quarter.' And it was argued on the affirmative, 
for many reasons; some of which reasons were 
so insignificant that I passed them by, but five 
I retained as having some apparent validity. 

3-6. The first of Aristotle's predicaments is , in Latin 
. phrase, the quiddity or' what ness ' of a thing; the fourth 
is its quality or ' what-likeness.' Of this Aristotle 
makes several divisions, enumerating for example in
herent capacities (e.g ., for laughter ), and acquired 
accomplishments (e.g., skill in music). The fourth of 

1-3 DE AQUA ET TERRA 39 1 

these kinds of quality, or ' what-likeness,' is 'form' in 
the sense of ' shape',. and the author explains that he 
does not use ' form' in the scholastic sense of ' consti
tuent principle,' but merely as the equival ent to 
, shape.' 

7, 8. At the beginning of each book of the De 
Monarclzia, Dante lays down the fundamental principle, 
conformity to which is to be the test of the arguments 
and conclusions of the book. Such a fundamental 
principle will be established for the present inquiry 
if we can answer, with regard to the relations of earth 
and water, the question here proposed. 

The first argument ran thus: Two cir- Geomet
cumferences, which are not uniformly distant rical 
from each other, cannot have a common arg~
centre. The circumference of water and the men 
circumference of earth are not uniformly distant. 
Therefore, etc. Then it went on: Since the 
centre of earth, as all admit, is the centre of 
the universe; and anything that has a position in 
the world other than it, is higher than it; we 
must conclude that [10] the circumference of 
water is higher than the circumference of earth, 
since the circumference corresponds to the 
centre all round. The major premise of the 
chief syllogism appeared to be manifest from the 
theories demonstrated in geometry, the minor 
by the evidence of the senses, because we see 
that in some places the circumference of earth 
is included in the circumference of water and 
in some places excluded . 

I1.. It is assumed throughout that the radius of the 
sphere of water will at anyrate not be smaller than 
the radius of the sphere of earth. 
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