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Abstract

This essay will first deal with the Oratio in praelectionem epistolarum divi Pauli, the 
opening lecture given by Maarten van Dorp, as a young professor, on the Epistles of 
Paul, on the 6th of July 1516 at the beginning of his summer course at the Louvain 
Faculty of Theology. After having sketched the context and the circumstances in which 
the lecture was delivered, an analysis will be given of what can be considered an explic-
itly humanistic plea in favour of the study of the ‘eloquentia’ and the biblical languages 
as the basis for a theology founded on the Scriptures. The printed versions of the Oratio 
Paulina (1519 and 1520 [2x]), as well as Dorp’s ambiguous position with regard to the 
Louvain condemnation of Luther, was to cause him much trouble in the University 
milieu, not least with his colleagues of the Louvain Faculty of Theology. In the article, 
attention will also be given to the Oratiunculae meae apologia, a letter Dorp wrote at 
the end of 1521 in defence of his Oratio Paulina, presumably addressed to Meinard 
Man, the abbot of the abbey of Egmond and his (former) patron. Maarten van Dorp’s 
regrettably short life presents us with the picture of a young, humanistically inspired 
theologian who embraced the new biblical-humanist principles, who may have displayed 
the beginnings of some sympathy with Luther, but who eventually opted for a return 
to the safe haven of the corpus of Louvain theologians.

Keywords: History of Ideas – History of Church and theology – Humanism – Reforma-
tion – History of Universities

Introduction

Maarten van Dorp, who engaged in theological studies, possibly in consequence 
of the encouragement of his patron Meinard Man, the abbot of St Adalbert’s 
abbey of Egmond, as well as that of Jean Briard, the head of the Louvain theo-
logians, vacillated continually between his clear-cut biblical-humanist sympa-
thies and his loyalty to the Faculty of Theology, where the scholastic tradition 
was still dominant.1 This (inner) conflict gave rise to his becoming embroiled in 

* I wish to thank Ms. Jennifer Besselsen-Dunachie for her invaluable assistance in translating 
this text, and two anonymous referees for their comments.

1 For biographical details concerning Dorp and his ambiguous position between humanism 
and scholasticism in the first decade of his career, see the essay by Demmy Verbeke in this issue 
of Lias, above, pp. xxx.-xxx. 
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a celebrated and much discussed controversy with Erasmus (with Thomas More 
as a third party).2 Evidently compelled by the Louvain masters, the young 
theologian, in a letter of September 1514, criticized Erasmus for his satirization 
of the scholastic theologians in his Praise of Folly, as well as for his venturing 
upon the project of establishing a new Latin text of the New Testament (differ-
ing from the Vulgate), the domain par excellence of professional theologians. 
Erasmus’ reply of May 1515 provoked a new letter from Dorp, dated 27 August 
1515, which elaborated on the points he had touched on previously, be it in a 
blunter tone. In the same period, the young doctor of theology sought a career 
at the Faculty of Theology in Louvain. And indeed: the Faculty admitted Dorp 
to her Council on 30 August 1515, he became President of the College of the 
Holy Spirit, the collegium theologorum (on 4 September) and, on the feast of 
St Jerome, 30 September, he was granted the right to teach at the Faculty.3 At 
the time when his career was developing satisfactorily, Dorp received Thomas 
More’s reply, dated 21 October 1515, to the controversy opposing himself and 
Erasmus. It was an elaborate biblical-humanist pamphlet, which, Dorp later 
asserted, converted him once again to the biblical-humanist cause, and made 
him seek to renew his friendship with Erasmus.

The Oratio Paulina and Maarten van Dorp’s Plea for a Bible-Based 

Theology

One of the most marked expressions of Dorp’s biblical-humanist ideas was his 
Oratio in praelectionem epistolarum divi Pauli [Oration (as Introduction) to the 
Lectures on St Paul’s Epistles]. This was the opening lecture that he gave, as a 

2 On the controversy between Dorp, Erasmus and More, see C. Asso, ‘Martin Dorp and 
Edward Lee’, in: E. Rummel, ed., Biblical Humanism and Scholasticism in the Age of Erasmus, 
Leiden and Boston, 2008, pp. 167-195 (169-174); E. Rummel, Erasmus and his Catholic Critics, 
vol. 1: 1515-1522, Nieuwkoop, 1989, pp. 1-13; J.H. Bentley, ‘New Testament Scholarship at 
Louvain in the Early Sixteenth Century’, Studies in Medieval and Renaissance History, N.S., 
vol. 2, 1979, pp. 53-79 (55-56); H. de Vocht, Monumenta Humanistica Lovaniensia: Texts and 
Studies about Louvain Humanists in the First Half of the XVIth Century. Erasmus – Vives – 
Dorpius – Clenardus – Goes – Moringus, Louvain, 1934, pp. 139-160. Also: P. Mesnard, 
‘Humanisme et théologie dans la controverse entre Érasme et Dorpius’, Filosofia, vol. 14, 1963, 
pp. 885-900; V. Baumann, ‘Dorp, Erasmus, More: Humanistische Aspekte einer literarischen 
Kontroverse’, in: H. Boventer, ed., Thomas-Morus-Gesellschaft. Jahrbuch 1982, Düsseldorf, 
1983, pp. 141-159. Baumann in particular emphasizes that Erasmus’ and More’s criticism of 
theologians’ preoccupation with sophisticated trifles could not be applicable to Dorp, since he, too, 
considered this a degeneration of ‘good’ scholastic theology.  

3 H. De Jongh, L’ancienne Faculté de Théologie de Louvain au premier siècle de son exis-
tence (1432-1540). Ses débuts, son organisation, son enseignement, sa lutte contre Érasme et 
Luther, Louvain, 1911, pp. 39*-40*. 

96241_Lias_2012/2_02.indd   16496241_Lias_2012/2_02.indd   164 18/04/13   11:4418/04/13   11:44



 MAARTEN VAN DORP, THE ORATIO PAULINA (1516/1519) 165

young professor of theology, on the Epistles of Paul, on 6 July 1516, at the 
beginning of the summer course. In this oration, he held an explicitly humanistic 
plea in favour of a theology founded on the Scriptures, sustained by the study 
of the ‘eloquentia’, the biblical languages, and the emendation of Latin Vulgate 
manuscripts. His own study of the New Testament induced him, moreover, to 
address a number of critical comments to Erasmus, who had, some months ear-
lier, in the spring of 1516, published his Novum Instrumentum. The Louvain 
theologians, for their part, showed themselves to be clearly put out by Dorp’s 
Oratio Paulina, as well as by his correspondence with Erasmus, of which they 
got wind. As a consequence, on 30 September 1516, the Faculty refused to 
renew Dorp’s regentia, his right to teach at the Faculty during the following 
academic year. The young theologian hastened to iron out the differences with 
his Louvain colleagues, which, taken together with his critical remarks about 
Erasmus’ textual critical work regarding the New Testament, led to a renewed, 
be it temporary, clash with Erasmus and the humanists around him.4

Once the controversy had finally calmed down, during the years of 1517-
1519, the Louvain theologians (led by Jean Briart), Dorp, and Erasmus, lived in 
a relatively peaceful coexistence in the University town. Erasmus’ involvement 
with the establishment of the Collegium Trilingue, the publication of his ideas 
regarding theological education (Ratio verae theologiae, November 1518) and, 
even more so, the publication of the revised version of his New Testament in 
March 1519, led however to a growing irritation on the part of some of the 
Louvain theologians. Jacobus Latomus, in his turn pressured by the older mas-
ters, published his De trium linguarum, et studii Theologici ratione dialogus 
[Dialogue about the Knowledge of the Three Languages and the Study of Theol-
ogy] (1519) as a reaction to Erasmus’ Ratio, while the Englishman Edward Lee 
entered into a staunch controversy with Erasmus in relation to several passages 
in his New Testament. The controversy came to a climax when the Swiss-Ger-
man humanist Wilhelm Nesen published, in the summer of 1519, his Dialogus 
sane quam festivus bilinguium ac trilinguium, sive de funere Calliopes [A Most 
Amusing Dialogue of the Bilinguals and Trilinguals, or Calliope’s Funeral], a 
sarcastic diatribe against those Louvain scholars who were said to oppose the 
study of languages, amongst whom the vacillating Dorp was included.5 

Dorp for his part seems, from the (late) summer of 1519, to have seriously 
considered the possibility of leaving Louvain and of returning to his native 

4 De Vocht, Monumenta Humanistica Lovaniensia (as in n. 2), pp. 160-174. 
5 Ibid., pp. 175-213. For the controversy with Lee, see also Asso, ‘Martin Dorp and Edward 

Lee’ (as in n. 2), pp. 174-185. 
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region,6 Holland, where his humanistic inclinations had raised the interest of 
influential men within the Council of Holland, such as the president Nicolas 
Everaerts and the counsellor Gerard of Assendelft. Dorp obviously decided to 
give a last and powerful expression to his humanistic convictions by publishing 
his Oratio in praelectionem epistolarum divi Pauli, which he had given three 
years earlier, slightly expanding the text by inserting words of praise addressed 
to Erasmus, as well as apologies for having disagreed with him. On 27 Septem-
ber 1519, the Oratio Paulina left the presses of Michiel Hillen van Hoochstraten 
in Antwerp, the text being preceded with a dedication to Beatus Rhenanus, dated 
22 September 1519.7 The question remains whether the contents of the book 
immediately filtered through to Louvain, for on 30 September 1519, Dorp’s 
regentia at the theological Faculty was once again renewed. It was probably on 
this occasion that he gave up the presidency of the Holy Spirit College, which 
he had held for four years. In any case, not long thereafter, Dorp left for Hol-
land, not only to visit his aged father, but also to consider the offer to become 
the coadjutor to Philip of Burgundy, the liberal minded bishop of Utrecht.8 The 
offer may already have been made to him at the end of the summer of that year.9 

It will probably not have been very much longer before the content of the 
Oratio Paulina became known in Louvain. It is to the content of this biblical-
humanist manifesto that we now give the attention it has, up until this time, only 
scarcely received.10 An analysis will be given of what can be considered an 
explicitly humanistic plea in favour of the study of the ‘eloquentia’ and the bib-
lical languages as the basis for a theology founded on the Scriptures. And 
although the humanist-scholastic debate tends to be described alongside black 

6 Compare: IJsewijn, ‘Maarten van Dorp’ (as in n. 2), p. 403. See also de Vocht, Monumenta 
Humanistica Lovaniensia, p. 218, with a reference to a letter of M. van Dorp to B. Rhenanus, 
Louvain, 3 August 1519, in: A. Horawitz and K. Hartfelder, eds, Briefwechsel des Beatus 
Rhenanus, Leipzig, 1886; repr. Nieuwkoop, 1966, p. 169: ‘Quod si fieri non potest (et profecto 
non potest), ut Lovanii agens eximar suspicione, migrabo alio’.  

7 De Vocht, Monumenta Humanistica Lovaniensia, p. 218. 
8 See also de Vocht, Monumenta Humanistica Lovaniensia, p. 218, and the sources that are 

quoted there, as e.g. G. Morinck, Dorpii Vita, in: de Vocht, Monumenta Humanistica Lovaniensia, 
p. 273 ll. 490-494: ‘… Philippus Burgundio Traiectinorum praesul eum sibi a suffragiis vehe-
menter expetivit…’. 

9 On the circumstances of publishing the Oratio Paulina, see de Vocht, Monumenta Huma-
nistica Lovaniensia, pp. 214-221. 

10 The text of the Oratio Paulina is published in J. IJsewijn, ed., Martini Dorpii Naldiceni 
Orationes IV. Cum Apologia et litteris adnexis, Leipzig, 1986, pp. 63-90, and for the notes Ibid., 
pp. 113-116. For a short discussion of the content, see Rummel, Erasmus and his Catholic Critics, 
vol. 1 (as in n. 2), pp. 10-12; Bentley, ‘New Testament Scholarship at Louvain’ (as in n. 2), 
pp. 57-60. 
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and white schemes, the aim of this analysis is also to point to Dorp’s belief in 
the lasting value of ‘good’ scholastic theology – a point that has earlier been 
made by Demmy Verbeke. Another current ingredient of the debate between 
more traditional theologians and biblical humanists was the latter group’s com-
prehension, if not sympathy, for the Bible-based reform movement initiated by 
Martin Luther. In a subsequent section of this essay, I will shed light upon 
Dorp’s ambiguous position with regard to the Louvain condemnation of Luther, 
which was established on 7 November 1519. Dorp’s (alleged) stance in this 
field, taken together with the ideas he had uttered in his Oratio Paulina, was to 
cause him much trouble in the University milieu, not least with his colleagues 
of the Louvain Faculty of Theology. In a last section of this article, it will 
become clear that Dorp eventually opted for a return to the safe haven of the 
corpus of Louvain theologians, although he wrote, at the end of 1521, an Ora-
tiunculae meae apologia, which was devised as a letter presumably addressed to 
Meinard Man, the abbot of the abbey of Egmond and his (former) patron, and 
which simply reiterated the standpoints he had earlier defended in his Oratio 
Paulina. The Oratiunculae meae apologia, which has scarcely been studied until 
now, was however not published in the time it has been written, and was not to 
affect the reconciliation that had come about between Dorp and the Louvain 
theologians.

An Analysis of the Oratio Paulina

Plea for a Theology Based upon the Scriptures
In the printed text of his opening lecture to the series of lessons on Paul’s Epis-
tles, Dorp insisted upon the biblical-humanist urge for students of theology to 
first of all go and draw from the sources of the Scripture (‘ex fontibus haurire’) 
and to appeal to them as the foundation par excellence of their studies. There a 
truth of irrefutable certainty was said to be found, one not present in the Fathers 
or the Doctors of the Church, nor in the glossa ordinaria. Furthermore, Dorp 
sang the praise, in the first place, of the Epistles of Paul,11 which in Reform-
minded circles, at the beginning of the sixteenth century, enjoyed renewed 

11 Dorp, Oratio Paulina, 1.3, IJsewijn, ed. (as in n. 10), p. 63 ll. 16-22: ‘… de ipso fonte ut 
bibant’; Oratio Paulina 4.1-2, IJsewijn, ed., p. 65 ll. 15-22: ‘Ex his [divi Pauli epistolis] aliisque 
canonicis scripturis … hauriamus oportet quicquid firmum, solidum, inconcussum afferre para-
mus. Cur non haec summa cura atque adeo pia curiositate investigamus, quae nemo potest repel-
lere, nemo potest negare esse verissima? Citas mihi doctorem quempiam, citas sanctorum Patrum 
aliquem, citas glosam quam vocant ordinariam, non ita me stringis quin liceat eluctari. Ex una 
Scriptura sacra vincula nectimus, quae nemo perrumpat, quae nemo evadat’. 
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popularity. Dorp contrasted, what he considered to be, the too half-hearted 
interest in the Apostle Paul, with the exaggerated attention for the pagan phi-
losopher Aristotle.12 

Replying to objections (a usual literary method in scholastically and human-
istically coloured texts), Dorp took, in a further section of his Oratio Paulina, 
the edge off all the various motives that people put forward as reasons for 
avoiding the study of the Scriptures (and Paul in particular). In order to reply 
to these objections, the Louvain theologian invoked the authority of Jerome and 
Augustine. For a first group of theologians, Scripture was too obvious and 
clear, so that it posed no intellectual or spiritual challenge.13 In his condemna-
tion of this view, Dorp explicitly appealed to Jerome’s letter to Damasus, where 
the Church father had stated that the Scriptures contained much ‘indissolubilia’.14 
Augustine for his part had written in De doctrina Christina that these obscuri-
ties were ‘… all due, I have no doubt at all, to divine providence, in order to 
break in pride with hard labor, and to save the intelligence from boredom, since 
it readily forms a low opinion of things that are too easy to work out’.15 And 
in his letter to Volusianus, the Church father had confirmed that the Scriptures 
are indeed lucid and obvious in regard to points that are necessary for salvation, 
but that they contain all the same depths that can occupy the most attentive and 
astute persons for their whole life.16

Dorp pointed to other people to whom, in contrast, it was precisely the degree 
of complexity of the Scriptures that was frightening, both in regard of its content 
(‘res’) and of its language (‘sermo’).17 In order to counter this objection, Dorp 
referred to Augustine’s famous passage in De doctrina Christiana, where the 

12 Dorp, Oratio Paulina, 5.3-4, IJsewijn, ed., pp. 65 l. 30-66 l. 1: ‘Aristotelem omnes fere nos 
quanta cura, quanta pertinacia, quibus vigiliis ac sudore didicimus, non propositiones modo 
omnes, sed et voculas omnes, omnes syllabas, omnes (paene dixerim) apiculos excutientes! … sed 
cur otiosum videatur aut alienum, tantundem laboris impendere divo Paulo … qua, quaeso, fronte 
Aristotelis dogmata ad unum omnia memoria tenemus, et totus ob illa Paulus exulat?’  

13 Dorp, Oratio Paulina, 6.1-3, IJsewijn, ed., p. 66 ll. 12-30: ‘“Non me delectant”, inquiet 
aliquis, “ista tam aperta, tam manifesta ac obvia. obscura placent, in quibus operae pretium est 
versari ac operam insumere”…’.  

14 Hieronymus, Ep. 36. Ad Damasum, 10, I. Hilberg, ed., Corpus Scriptorum Ecclesiasticorum 
Latinorum (hereafter: CSEL) 542, Vienna, 1996, p. 276 ll. 4-5. 

15 Augustinus, De doctrina Christiana, 2.6.7, J. Martin, ed., CC SL 32, Turnhout, 1962, p. 35 
ll. 4-7. For the English translation, see Augustine, Teaching Christianity, 2.6.7, E. Hill, intr., tr. 
and notes, New York, 1996, p. 133. 

16 Augustinus, Ep. 137. Ad Volusianum, 3, K.D. Daur, ed., Corpus Christianorum: Series 
Latina (hereafter: CC SL) 31B, Turnhout, 2009, pp. 99 l. 14-100 l. 11. 

17 Dorp, Oratio Paulina, 6.4-6, IJsewijn, ed., p. 66 l. 30-67 l. 16: ‘at alius “absterreor”, 
inquiet, “difficultate obscuritateque tum rerum tum sermonis litterarum”…’. 
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Church father explained that the obscure passages of the Scriptures could be 
clarified by passages that were less ambiguous,18 as well as to the Confessiones, 
where Augustine taught that the insight into the Scriptures that is refused to the 
proud – those who prefer Cicero – is granted to the humble.19 

Eloquentia and the Study of the Scriptures 
Subsequently, Dorp referred to people who did not consider problems as regards 
content, as long as the scriptural books in question give evidence of ‘eloquentia’. 
‘Eloquentia’ or the art of beautiful oral or written expression was a central part 
of humanist studies, and was considered an important element of persuasive 
language. Being a staunch defender of eloquence as an important ingredient 
of biblical studies, Dorp also seems to retort to mere aestheticism stressing that 
in Paul, ‘eloquentia’ was more than the fine art of verbal expression, rather, it 
was the reflexion of Paul’s thorough familiarity with the essence of faith itself. 
Or, as it was often put at the time: the eloquence was not only a question of 
‘verba’, but, in particular, familiarity with the ‘res’ itself.20 In this regard, Dorp, 
amongst other suggestions, put forward that Paul would never have convinced 
sophisticated Greeks (such as Dionysius the Areopagite) by means of barbaric 
utterances, to accept the simple teaching of the gospel, which is after all far 
removed from all purely rational wisdom.21 For Dorp this was the starting point 
for an elaborate discussion of the theologians’ mastering of ‘eloquentia’ – in 
addition to the attitude of ‘pia curiositas’, another humanistic emphasis22 – as an 
important prerequisite for reading and understanding the Scriptures.23 Dorp 
immediately associated the ‘eloquentia’ with the knowledge of the languages. 
Jesus’ apostles were endowed with the divine gift of the knowledge of lan-
guages, a reference, among other things, to the miracle of Pentecost. Modern 
teachers and preachers would then do well to follow their example and study 
languages,24 an aspect Dorp would develop further on in his oration. In order to 
underpin his plea for becoming acquainted with eloquence, Dorp also referred 

18 Augustinus, De doctrina Christiana, 2.6.8, CC SL 32, p. 36 ll. 40-42 (comp. De doctrina 
Christiana, 2.9.14; 10.15, CC SL 32, p. 41 l. 11-16; 1-2 and De doctrina Christiana, 3.26.37; 
28.39, CC SL 32, pp. 99 ll. 1-2; 100 ll. 1-9). 

19 Augustinus, Confessiones, 3.5.9, L. Verheijen, ed., CC SL 27, Turnhout, 1981, pp. 30 
l. 38-31 l. 10. 

20 Dorp, Oratio Paulina, 7.1, IJsewijn, ed., p. 67 ll. 18-19: ‘Profecto in Paulo inest eloquentia, 
non verborum solum, sed rerum summa, quae quidem multo est potior’. 

21 Dorp, Oratio Paulina, 8.1-8, IJsewijn, ed., pp. 68-69. 
22 Dorp, Oratio Paulina, 4.2, IJsewijn, ed., p. 65 l. 18. 
23 Dorp, Oratio Paulina, 7.1-12.7, IJsewijn, ed., pp. 67-74. 
24 Dorp, Oratio Paulina, 9.2, IJsewijn, ed., p. 69 ll. 29-31. 
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to the example of the Church fathers: They had adorned the Church with the 
gold of wisdom and the silver of eloquence. They were both ‘doctissimi’ and 
‘eloquentissimi’.25 From various references to Jerome’s works26 and to the fourth 
book of Augustine’s De doctrina Christiana,27 it should be obvious how impor-
tant the Church fathers found the ‘eloquentia’ to be, and, therefore, the master-
ing of it was a condition for being able to interpret the ancient authors correctly. 
In line with humanistic distaste of ‘barbarous’ language, Dorp expressed 
his disgust for the traditional school books of the Middle Ages, written by men 
such as Johannes Garlandinus and Ebrardus of Béthune, who was nicknamed 
Graecista.28 In short, Dorp emphasized that a thorough knowledge of the doc-
trine of faith in itself (‘res’), must be accompanied with the power of good 
expression (‘verba’).29 The mastering of the ‘eloquentia’ and of the ‘bonae 
literae’ in general was a condition for being able to read Scripture fruitfully, and 
in particular, the Epistles of Paul.30 He reacted here against colleagues who only 

25 Dorp, Oratio Paulina, 11.2, IJsewijn, ed., p. 72 ll. 25-29. Comp. Bentley, ‘New Testament 
Scholarship at Louvain’, p. 57.  

26 Several quotations taken from Jerome’s works had to demonstrate how much the Church 
father praised eloquence: Hieronymus, Adversus Iovinianum, 1.9, J.-P. Migne, ed., Patrologia 
Latina (hereafter: PL) 23, Paris, 1845, col. 233A-B; Ep. 49. Apologeticum ad Pammachum, 13, 
CSEL 542, pp. 369 l. 17-370 l. 2.6-10 (by Dorp erroneously referred to as Jerome’s Adversus 
Iovinianum); Ep. 58. Ad Paulinum, 8 et 10, CSEL 542, pp. 537 ll. 14-19 and 539 ll. 14-22; Apo-
logia contra Rufinum, 1.15, P. Lardet, ed., CC SL 79, Turnhout, 1982, p. 14 ll. 13-16. 

27  Augustinus, De doctrina Christiana, 4.2.3, CC SL 32, pp. 1-3; De doctrina Christiana, 
4.13.29, CC SL 32, pp. 136 l. 14-137 l. 17; De doctrina Christiana, 4.6.10, CC SL 32, p. 122 ll. 
22-32; De doctrina Christiana, 4.6.9, CC SL 32, pp. 121 l. 1-122 l. 7. 

28 Dorp, Oratio Paulina, 10.10, IJsewijn, ed., p. 72 l. 18. Johannes de Garlandia, also known 
as Johannes Garlandinus (c. 1195-1272?), was an English grammarian, pedagogue and poet, who 
worked in particular at French universities, mainly in Paris. His grammatical works had long been 
in use in late medieval schools. Ebrardus of Béthune, named after the south Flemish town of 
Béthune, was a grammarian and theological controversialist. He was the author of the Graecismus, 
a popular handbook of Latin grammar, written in more than 40.000 verses, dated to c. 1212. It 
derives its name from a chapter that was devoted to the elementary study of the Greek language. 
Ebrardus himself was nicknamed Graecista. Garlandinus and Ebrardus are among those grammar-
ians who are heavily criticized and satirized by the humanists (see M.A. Nauwelaerts, ‘Gram-
matici, summularii et autres auteurs réprouvés: Érasme et ses contemporaries à la remorque de 
Valla’, Paedagogica Historica, vol. 13:2, 1973, pp. 471-485).  

29 Dorp, Oratio Paulina, 9.7, IJsewijn, ed., p. 70 ll. 15-18: ‘Ergo duo sunt: res et eloquutio. 
Dionysius Areopagita gratias agit Deo quod de divinis bene sentiat, quodque verbis convenienti-
bus ea possit effari. Primum quidem est recte sapere, proximum bene ac eleganter dicere’. With a 
reference to Ps.-Dionysius Areopagita, De divinis nominibus, 13.4, J.-P. Migne, ed., Patrologia 
Graeca (hereafter: PG) 3, Paris, 1857, cols 981C-984A. 

30 Dorp, Oratio Paulina, 12.1-2, IJsewijn, ed., pp. 73 l. 28-74 l. 8: ‘Sed quorsum haec tam 
multa de eloquentia? Primum, ut summorum virorum auctoritate ostendam nihil minus verum esse 
quam quod quidam parum prudenter opinantur, absurdum fore et alienum, si theologiae studiosus 
litteras bonas, orationis munditiem atque adeo eloquentiam amplectatur. Deinde, ut omnes, qui 
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considered insight into the doctrine of faith as being important for a theologian, 
and not the beautiful wording with which it was expressed.

Sophistry versus ‘Good’ Dialectics
Concerning inappropriate scholastics and dialectics,31 Dorp had little positive to 
say: such sophistry was worth less than seaweed, was his comment, basing 
himself on an expression borrowed from Virgil. He reacted against an education 
that had the explicit intention of training future theologians, during the course 
of several years, to deal with sophisticated questions and sterile discussions.32 
Maarten van Dorp had no problem with good dialectics, as it had been practised 
by Cicero, Jerome and Augustine, but he did denounce the completely idle tri-
fles with which less enlightened scholastic theologians or sophists chose to 
occupy themselves.33 For consideration he gave the well-known example, bor-
rowed from Seneca: ‘“Mouse” is a syllable; now a mouse eats cheese; there-
fore, a syllable eats cheese’. ‘Suppose now that I cannot solve this problem; see 
what peril hangs over my head! What a scrape I shall be in!’, thus exclaimed 
Seneca (and Dorp here with him), ‘it is to be feared that some day there shall be 
syllables caught in a mousetrap or, if I grow careless, a book may devour my 
cheese’.34 Other conflicting points of discussion among scholastic theologians 
were however less innocuous, since they did not bring man closer to the truth 
and made no contribution to the salvation of the soul, on the contrary! In this 
regard, Dorp invoked Paul’s words in 1 Timothy 6:3-4, denouncing those theo-
logians who introduced to theology all kinds of superfluous, extravagant and 
idle questions, resulting in innumerable corruptions and poisoned doctrines. But 

liberalius educati elegantiarum litterarum studio capiuntur (quod hoc felicissimo saeculo mirum 
quam floreat!), ut ii, inquam, tanto avidius litteras sacras discant, cum in eis quem amant dicendi 
ornatum intellexerint non solum non deesse, sed eminere etiam, atque adeo in Paulo praecipue’. 

31 This topic is to be found in Dorp, Oratio Paulina, 13.1-14.12, IJsewijn, ed., pp. 74 l. 32-79 
l. 1. 

32 Dorp, Oratio Paulina, 13.1, IJsewijn, ed., pp. 74 l. 33-75 l. 2: ‘Soli dialecticae (et o utinam 
foret dialectica, et non vilior alga sophistica!), huic ergo soli, nomine quidem dialecticae, re ipsa 
cavillatrici sophisticae vix maior pars vitae apud multos satis esse videtur, atque ea sane melior’. 
See also Oratio Paulina, 13.11, IJsewijn, ed., p. 76 ll. 31-32. ‘Vilior alga’ in the sense of ‘even 
worth less than seaweed’ is an expression borrowed from Vergil, Eclogues, 7.42; Horace, Satires 
2.5.5. 

33 Comp. Bentley, ‘New Testament Scholarship at Louvain’, p. 58. 
34 Dorp, Oratio Paulina, 13.10, IJsewijn, ed., p. 76 ll. 19-22: ‘mus syllaba est; mus autem 

caseum rodit; ergo syllaba caseum rodit. puta, inquit [Seneca], me istud non posse solvere! quod 
mihi ex isto periculum imminet, quod incommodum! sine dubio verendum est nequando in mus-
cipula syllabus capiam aut nequando, si negligentior fuero, caseum liber comedat’, with a quota-
tion from Seneca, Ep. 48.6-8, tr. R.M. Gummere, The Loeb Classical Library 75, Cambridge, MA, 
and London, 1917, repr. 1979, pp. 316-317. 
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all who dared to raise their voice against these merely human traditions, imme-
diately became the target of a counterattack on the part of these theologians.35 

The Heart of the Matter: Bible-based Theology
Dorp’s denouncement of such theology is invariably interspersed with an appeal 
to the young students of divinity to make short shrift of such sophist trifles 
(‘sophisticis nugis’), and to proceed directly to the sources of Scripture and 
receive refreshment and comfort from the Divine eloquence. For Scripture was 
the only infallible ‘regula’.36 In order to underpin this appeal to the Scriptures 
(instead of sophist trifles), Dorp quotes several passages from the Church fathers, 
with Augustine37 and Jerome38 taking pride of place. So, for example, Dorp 
referred, amongst other writings, to Jerome’s letter to Eustochium, in which he 
describes the life of the consecrated women belonging to her mother Paula’s 
community: ‘No sister was allowed to be ignorant of the Psalms, and all had 
every day to learn a certain portion of the Holy Scriptures’. If these women had 
dedicated themselves to the study of Scripture, how much more was this then a 
task for men, and even more so for theologians, Dorp added. Conversely, Dorp 
wondered how this and other testimonies from Jerome’s letters would be per-
ceived by those who were of the opinion that it was not permissible for women 
to even touch the Scriptures. Dorp seems here, as was the case with his great 
example Erasmus, to hold a positive view of the reading of the Scriptures by 
laity and even by women.39 Biblical knowledge, so Dorp further argued, was 

35 Dorp, Oratio Paulina, 14.3 et 7-8, IJsewijn, ed., pp. 77 ll. 14-17 and 78 ll. 8-16: ‘… vehe-
menter demirari soleo qua fronte quidam miseras vexantes chartas tam multa deliria, profana, 
inepta, stulta, anilia, vaniloqua, sacrae theologiae invexerint … suo ingenio assidua opinionum 
scabie prurienti, cuncta definientes ac propemodum iurantes, quicquid ipsi ulla evasione, ullis 
technis ac strophis, ullo fuco ac fumo a contradictione, ut ipsi loquuntur, tueri possunt. unde 
quantum sit exortum mali, quam pestifera invaserint dogmata non est explicandi tempus … 
hominum traditiones, nihil aliud afferentes. quod si quis contra musset, o deus, quanta verborum 
pugna, quae digladatio, quae bella!’  

36 See, amongst others, Dorp, Oratio Paulina 14.9, IJsewijn, ed., p. 78 ll. 16-17: ‘Sed cur non 
in omnibus Scripturam sacram consulunt atque ad illius gnomonem ac regulam definiunt?’; also 
Oratio Paulina 15.3, IJsewijn, ed., p. 79 ll. 13-16: ‘… ut quamprimum omnibus sepositis ad ipsos 
Scripturae sacrae fontes advoletis, ut purissimas divinorum eloquiorum aquas bibatis, omissis 
sophisticis nugis, in quibus nihil est bonae rei, nihil eruditionis, nihil quod vel cerdo amet’.  

37 Augustinus, De baptismo contra Donatistas, 2.6.9, M. Petschenig, ed., CSEL 51, Vienna 
and Leipzig, 1908, pp. 184 ll. 6-11; Confessiones, 10.26.37, CC SL 27, p. 175 ll. 8-10. 

38 Hieronymus, Commentarii in IV epistolas Paulinas. Ad Ephesios, 3.4, J.-P. Migne, ed., 
PL 26, Paris, 1845, col. 517B. A second quotation is borrowed from Hieronymus, Ep. 127. Ad 
Principiam, 7, I. Hilberg, ed., CSEL 56/12, Vienna, 1996, p. 151 ll. 10-11. 

39 Dorp, Oratio Paulina, 15.2, IJsewijn, ed., p. 79 ll. 5-11: ‘… quo in loco miror quid dicturi 
sint qui putant nefas esse ut mulieres ullae Scripturam attingant, cum Hieronymi saeculo tot fuerint 
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also useful for the ‘Christian Republic’; learned men could advise the people on 
the basis of God’s law (‘ex lege Dei’), rather than under the influence of the idle 
talk of men (‘hominum somniis’).40

More specifically, Dorp re-emphasized that the reading, study and preaching 
of the Pauline Epistles was pleasing to God.41 The fine titles with which the 
medieval scholastic theologians were adorned, were actually due to Paul, the 
‘doctor gentium in fide et veritate’,42 who was devoted to the divine mysteries 
rather than to the human pseudo-wisdom of his days. Whatever gift was admired 
in the other ‘doctors’, was present in a more abundant way in Paul. But those 
who ventured into endless labyrinths of useless questions were not able to savour 
this.43 There were Scotists and Thomists, but Dorp preferred to be reckoned 
among the ‘Paulinists’.44 

Knowledge of Biblical Languages and Emendation of Latin Manuscripts
In order to fully understand Paul’s Epistles, it was necessary, according to 
Maarten van Dorp, not only to have mastered the ‘eloquentia’, but also to know 
Greek, the language in which the Apostle had written them.45 Dorp touches here 
upon another crucial ingredient of biblical-humanist studies. Dorp had to con-
fess that he knew no Greek himself, and in a somewhat pathetic tone, he 
expressed the desire to spend a considerable amount of money in order to learn 
the language,46 but together with Jerome he had to admit that ‘learning does not 

feminae multis theologis eruditiores!’ With a reference to Hieronymus, Ep. 108. Epitaphium sanc-
tae Paulae, 20, I. Hilberg, ed., CSEL 552, Vienna, 1996, p. 335 ll. 9-10. 

40 Dorp, Oratio Paulina, 15.4, IJsewijn, ed., p. 79 ll. 23-25. 
41 Dorp, Oratio Paulina, 15.8-11, IJsewijn, ed., p. 80 ll. 2-23. 
42 Dorp, Oratio Paulina, 15.9-10, IJsewijn, ed., p. 80 ll. 7-17: Paul could be called ‘vere 

irrefragabilis’ (Alexander of Hales), a ‘doctor plus quam angelicus’ (more than angelic, and thus 
on a higher level than Thomas Aquinas), a ‘doctor vere subtilis’ (a reference to Duns Scotus), 
‘vere seraphicus’ (Bonaventure), ‘vere mellifluus’ (Bernard of Clairvaux), ‘vere gloriosus’ (a gen-
eral indication for scholastic masters), the only true ‘magister sententiarum’ (Peter Lombard). 

43 Dorp, Oratio Paulina, 15.11, IJsewijn, ed., p. 80 ll. 20-22: ‘quicquid ceteri doctores sigil-
latim habent dotis, hoc omne in Paulo multo cumulatius invenias, ut paene nefas si tullam inter 
eos comparationem admittere. At hoc non sentiunt, qui perpetuis quaestionum inutilium labyrin-
this sese involvunt’.  

44 Dorp, Oratio Paulina, 12.4, IJsewijn, ed., p. 74 ll. 15-17. 
45 This is the central topic of Dorp, Oratio Paulina, 17.1-22.14, IJsewijn, ed., pp. 81 l. 18-90 

l. 20.
46 Dorp, Oratio Paulina, 17.2, IJsewijn, ed., p. 81 ll. 19-23: ‘Scio me multis destitui, quae 

ad hanc provinciam forent accommodatissima, nempe eloquentia et Graecae linguae perita, prop-
terea quod Paulus procul dubio Graece scripsit. Quam linguam utinam tam fortunatus fuissem ut 
licuisset discere! Cuperem non exiguam pecuniae summam dependere…’.
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attend a money bag’, but was the result of arduous toil and labour.47 It was, more 
specifically, necessary to emend the Latin Vulgate text of the Bible on the basis 
of the Greek text, in the case of the New Testament, or on the basis of the 
Hebrew text, in the case of the Old Testament. This would eventually lead to a 
better understanding of the content of Holy Writ. The need to be instructed in 
the biblical languages was underpinned with a reference to a number of author-
itative sources that had become topical in humanistic circles. In the first place, 
several Church fathers were called upon as witnesses in this respect.48 Jerome 
recalled this principle continually in his letters and in the introductions to the 
New Testament. Likewise, Augustine also gave the advice to study the text of 
the Old Testament on the basis of the Hebrew codices and that of the New Tes-
tament of the basis of the Greek texts. One passage, beginning with the words 
Ut veterum, which Dorp attributed to Augustine (as did other theologians of that 
time), did in fact come from Jerome’s Letter 71, addressed to Lucinus Baeti-
cus.49 Two other expressions of Augustine were also cited, one from De civitate 
Dei,50 and, inevitably, from De doctrina Christiana.51 Dorp also quoted a text 
from Ambrose’s De Spiritu Sancto as proof.52 

Concerning more recent theologians, Dorp referred to a letter from the hand 
of Pierre d’Ailly that he had come across in the monastery of St Martins’ Valley 
(Sint-Maartensdal) in Louvain, in which the Cardinal had expressed the opinion 
that the text of the Vulgate had been liable to corruption and required emenda-
tion on the basis of the ‘original’ Greek and Hebrew codices. This work should 

47 Hieronymus, Apologia contra Rufinum, 1.17, CC SL 79, p. 16 ll. 36-37: ‘… sed litterae 
marsupium non sequuntur’ (For the English translation, see St Jerome, Dogmatic and Polemical 
Works, J.N. Hritzu, tr., Washington, 1965, p. 81). 

48 Dorp, Oratio Paulina, 17.3-7, IJsewijn, ed., pp. 81 l. 27-82 l. 13: ‘… Hieronymus, Augusti-
nus, Ambrosius totaque corona veterum eorundemque clarissimorum auctorum toties hortantur ut 
Graeca exemplaria et archetypa inspiciamus…’.

49 Hieronymus, Ep. 71. Ad Lucinum Baeticum, 5, CSEL 552, p. 6 ll. 11-13: ‘Ut … veterum 
librorum fides de Hebraeis voluminibus examinanda est, ita novorum Graeci sermonis normam 
desiderat.’ This passage had, by the way, been included in the Decretum Gratiani, one of the first 
codifications of canon law (1140). For the text of Ut veterum, see Decretum Magistri Gratiani, 
I D.9 c.6, in: Æ. Friedberg, ed., Corpus Iuris Canonici, vol. 1: Decretum Magistri Gratiani, 
Leipzig, 1879, col. 17. 

50 Augustinus, De civitate Dei, 15.13, B. Dombart and A. Kalb, eds, CC SL 48, Turnhout, 
1955, p. 472 ll. 89-93. 

51 Augustinus, De doctrina Christiana, 2.11.16 et 2.15.22, CC SL 32, pp. 42 ll. 2-6 and 48 
ll. 30-31. 

52 Ambrosius, De Spiritu sancto, 2.5.46, Otto Faller, ed., CSEL 79, Vienna, 1964, pp. 103 
l. 102-104 l. 104. 
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be done by theologians who were skilled in grammar and biblical languages.53 
In the printed version of the Oratio Paulina, he admitted that he had at one time, 
as a young theologian, voiced another opinion, and had even defended this in a 
letter to Erasmus – a reference, of course, to his famous letters of September 
1514 and August 1515. He admitted his mistake, which he attributed to the fact 
that he had scarcely been permitted to think in another way than that taught by 
his (Louvain) masters. He further claimed to have come to other insights through 
his study of the Church fathers and, additionally, through the letter that Thomas 
More had written to him, the notorious letter of October 1515 that had brought 
an end to Dorp’s first controversy with Erasmus. Dorp even stated that he had 
composed a booklet (‘libellum’), clearly about the new way of studying theol-
ogy with the help of the bonae literae, something he taught to the students of 
divinity in Louvain. He admitted that he should also have defended the same 
method in the quotlibetica-discussions he had been involved in during that very 
same period, be it that it had not been opportune to shock his old teachers with 
new (and outrageous) ideas.54 Dorp expressed thus the phenomenon of the 
authoritative way in which the Louvain theologians directed their young col-
leagues, a phenomenon that is to be frequently encountered in this period. In any 
case, Dorp considered himself, at the time he wrote his Oratio Paulina, as a 
supporter of the thorough emendation of the Latin codices on the basis of the 
Greek ‘originals’.55 

Again, Dorp dealt with some objections that might be raised against the 
emendation of biblical texts on the basis of a thorough knowledge of the lan-
guages. A couple of people appeared to be willing to accept an emendation of 
the Vulgate, but they opposed an entirely new Latin translation, apparently 
because they feared that the authority of Scripture would be undermined if alter-
native translations were introduced.56 To this, Dorp answered that in Augus-
tine’s time there were also several Latin versions in use, but that the Church 

53 Dorp, Oratio Paulina, 18.1-2, IJsewijn, ed., p. 82 ll. 16-28. Dorp obviously saw a manu-
script of the Epistola ad novos Hebraeos et est contra calumpniatores beati Iheronimi (or of 
the Apologeticus super eadam materia). For the manuscript, see W. Lourdaux and M. Haverals, 
Bibliotheca Vallis Sancti Martini in Lovanio, vol. 2: De geschiedenis van de bibliotheek en de 
evolutie van haar inhoud. The History of the Library and of its Contents, Louvain, 1982, p. 418. 

54 Dorp, Oratio Paulina, 18.6-8, IJsewijn, ed., p. 83 ll. 6-21. Comp. Bentley, ‘New Testament 
Scholarship at Louvain’, p. 58. 

55 Dorp, Oratio Paulina, 18.5, IJsewijn, ed., p. 83 ll. 2-6: ‘Quod si fateamur – quod res est 
neque negari potest nisi a Hieronymo ac semel ab omnibus veteribus auctoribus sacris dissentia-
mus –, si fateamur, inquam, nostram translationem passim esse vitiatam, unde quaeso potius 
castigetur quam ex Graecis codicibus, a quibus ceu fontibus defluxit?’ 

56 Dorp, Oratio Paulina, 19.3-10, IJsewijn, ed., pp. 83 l. 29-85 l. 5. 
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father saw no problem in this; on the contrary, Augustine was of the opinion 
that some obscure passages even became lucid through a careful study and com-
parison of the various codices with diverse translations.57 In short, the Church 
fathers recommended the emendation of the text of the Latin Bible on the basis 
of the ‘original’ versions, and moreover, should this result in a new Bible ver-
sion, they did not consider this to be a bad development. 

Regarding the ‘neoterici theologi’ who might support this viewpoint, Dorp 
referred to Thomas Aquinas, who frequently quoted Scripture to the letter (and 
not necessarily according to the established translation), and to Nicholas of 
Lyra, who had emended the Vulgate text of the Old Testament on the basis of 
the Hebrew text, but who had not been accused of illicit impertinence. Alexan-
der of Hales and even Adrian of Utrecht had also at times reproduced ‘other’ 
translations in their works on the basis of the Hebraica veritas. As far as the 
book of Psalms was concerned, the Church had always allowed the circulation 
of at least three different versions, testified to by their age-long presence in 
many libraries. This ‘triplex psalterium’, to which Dorp referred, contained in 
fact the three versions of the Psalter that were attributed to Jerome, the versio 
Romana, versio Gallicana and versio juxta Hebraicum.58 On such a basis, Dorp 
thus asked himself, what sort of danger was connected to the fact that there were 
various versions of Scripture in circulation?

Dorp dealt with another often-heard objection against the humanist study of 
the ‘original’ Greek text of the Scriptures: the Greek codices, and the version 
they contained, were at the time of Jerome and Augustine intact and uncor-
rupted, but through the heresies that had arisen within the Greek Church and 
the schism of many years standing, little confidence should be left in these 

57 Augustinus, De doctrina Christiana, 2.11.16; 12.17, CC SL 32, p. 42 ll. 22-23; 27-30; 
De doctrina Christiana, 2.15.21, CC SL 32, p. 47 ll. 20-21. 

58 See T. Gross-Diaz, ‘The Latin Psalter’, in: R. Marsden and E.A. Matter, eds, The New 
Cambridge History of the Bible, vol. 2: From 600 to 1450, Cambridge, 2012, pp. 427-445. The 
versio Romana or Roman Psalter has traditionally been considered to be the same as Jerome’s first 
revision of the Psalms, completed in 384, on the basis of the Vetus Latina, and corrected to bring 
it more in line with the Greek Psalms. The versio Gallicana or Gallican Psalter is considered to 
be Jerome’s second revision of the Old Latin Psalter, which he may have completed c. 386-392: 
Jerome based this version on the Greek Septuagint version included in Origen’s Hexapla. This 
Psalter was most influential due to its inclusion in the Vulgate (and in the liturgy). Finally, in 392, 
Jerome translated the Psalter anew from the ‘Hebrew truth’. It is now accepted that the translation 
was based not so much directly on the Hebrew text, but rather on Greek translations from the 
Hebrew by Aquila, Symmachus and Theodotion, as well as the so-called quinta editio (all included 
in Origen’s Hexapla). Jacques Lefèvre d’Étaples, for his part, included in his Quintuplex Psalte-
rium of 1509, Jerome’s three versions, in addition to the version from the Vetus Latina and his 
own unified text, viz. the Psalterium Conciliatum.  
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codices.59 It was even suggested that the Greeks had deliberately corrupted the 
text in accordance with their erroneous doctrines. Dorp answered this objection 
with the familiar humanistic arguments. He admitted that the text in the Greek 
codices had been subject to corruption, but that the corruption of the text in the 
Latin manuscripts was very possibly even greater, on which occasion he 
referred once again to Cardinal d’Ailly. Latin and Greek manuscripts never 
shared the same mistakes and these mistakes never occurred in the same places. 
It was therefore possible to work with two corrupt manuscripts and to correct 
the one on the basis of the other.60 Moreover, during Councils, there had often 
been discussion with and about the Greeks, but they had never been reproached 
for having intentionally falsified the text of the Bible. More generally, it could 
be suggested that heretics and schismatics had the same Bible text, but that they 
interpreted it in a different way.61 Finally, in practice, it would have been an 
impossible matter for the Greeks to falsify all the codices in all their libraries, 
so Dorp further argued.62 

Dorp was prepared to recognize that the Greek text was likewise not free of 
mistakes. For this reason, so he further claimed, the text of the Scripture needed 
to be emended on the basis of a collation of various Greek and Latin codices, 
and an appeal should be made to the quotations and commentaries of the Church 
fathers. This was one of Dorp’s main points, on which he continuously insist-
ed.63 It was also the sort of work that Erasmus had done, he who was called ‘the 
most diligent and erudite of all mortals’.64 But also in the commentary on Paul’s 
Epistle to the Romans, attributed by Dorp to Ambrose (but coming from the 
hand of an ancient Latin writer who was known as Ambrosiaster), the same sort 
of text-critical considerations could be read, and the Vulgate was certainly not 
considered as the infallible version of the Church.65 Augustine did not consider 
any version as the perfect flawless translation and even had a preference for the 

59 Dorp, Oratio Paulina, 20.1, IJsewijn, ed., p. 85 ll. 6-8. 
60 Dorp, Oratio Paulina, 20.2-3, IJsewijn, ed., p. 85 ll. 8-24. Comp. Rummel, Erasmus and 

his Catholic Critics, vol. 1, p. 11. 
61 Dorp, Oratio Paulina, 20.4-9, IJsewijn, ed., pp. 85 l. 24-86 l. 19. With an appeal to Augusti-

nus, De Genesi ad litteram, 7.9, I. Zycha, ed., CSEL 28/1, Vienna, 1894, p. 208 ll. 13-17. 
62 Dorp, Oratio Paulina, 20.10-11, IJsewijn, ed., p. 86 ll. 19-30. With an appeal to Augusti-

nus, Contra Faustum Manichaeum, 32.16, I. Zycha, ed., CSEL 25, Vienna, 1891, pp. 776 l. 22-777 
l. 2. 

63 Dorp, Oratio Paulina, 21.1-11, IJsewijn, ed., pp. 86 l. 31-88 l. 15. 
64 Dorp, Oratio Paulina, 21.2, IJsewijn, ed., p. 86 l. 35: ‘… omnium mortalium tam vigilantis-

simus quam eruditissimus…’. Comp. ibid., p. 89 l. 36. 
65 Ambrosiaster, Comm. in Epist. ad Romanos, 5.14.5-5a, H.J. Vogels, ed., CSEL 81, Vienna, 

1966, p. 176 ll. 20-22. 
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Itala.66 Moreover – and this is again a typical humanistic argument – Dorp rhe-
torically asked which Church assembly had promulgated the Vulgate as its offi-
cial version,67 something the Council of Trent would indeed only do in 1546. 
Next to the Vulgate, the translations of Ambrose (the Bible commentaries attrib-
uted to him are probably meant here), as well as the corrections of Jerome and 
Cyprian, had always been accepted in the Church. Even the Septuagint, which 
was used by the apostles, was in Jerome’s opinion open to emendation. The 
Christians should be prepared to trust that the Church, led by the Holy Spirit, 
would not fall into error and that she, if it should be necessary, could authorita-
tively declare that a certain passage, over which controversy existed, should be 
read in this way or that, even if other deviant translations were in circulation.68

That it was necessary to be knowledgeable of Greek in order to be able to 
read the Greek codices and interpret the Epistles of Paul satisfactorily, had been, 
according to Dorp, sufficiently proven, despite his having to repeatedly acknowl-
edge his ignorance of the language.69 He also gave consideration to the argument 
that was frequently brought up in humanistic circles that the Council of Vienne 
(1311-1312) had encouraged the study of languages. The decree that Pope 
Clement V had issued in the wake of the Council of Vienne actually stipulated 
that the universities of Paris, Oxford, Bologna, and Salamanca, in addition to the 
Roman Curia, should each appoint two masters for the instruction of Hebrew, 
Arabic, and Chaldean (Aramaic) with a view to missionary efforts among Jews 
and Muslims, particularly in Spain.70 The Council of Basle had, in 1434, also 
included the instruction of Greek in this series of languages that were to be 
taught, clearly with the intention of educating (Latin) preachers who were to be 
sent to the Greek-Orthodox.71 Dorp was aware that the schooling in the cited 

66 Augustinus, De doctrina Christiana, 2.15.22, CC SL 32, p. 47 ll. 26-27. 
67 Dorp, Oratio Paulina, 21.6, IJsewijn, ed., p. 87 ll. 22-25: ‘ceterum, quod a multis affertur, 

hanc [vulgatam] esse a synodis comprobatam, accedam sane, si vel una proferatur synodus, quae 
ullam de hoc mentionem fecerit, denique si ullum exemplar proferatur, quod fuerit comprobatum’. 

68 Dorp, Oratio Paulina, 21.7-10, IJsewijn, ed., pp. 87 l. 29-88 l. 12.  
69 See again Dorp, Oratio Paulina, 22.1, IJsewijn, ed., p. 88 ll. 16-17. 
70   It was at the behest of the Dominican Order, and particularly under the influence of 

Raimon Lull, that the Council of Vienne took this decision. For the text of the decree Inter sol-
licitudines that Clement V promulgated in the wake of the Council, see N.P. Tanner et al., eds, 
Decrees of the Ecumenical Councils, vol. 1: Nicaea I to Lateran V, London and Washington DC, 
1990, pp. 379 l. 29-380 l. 7. Clement V’s decrees were incorporated into the Constitutiones Cle-
mentinae that Pope John XXII (1316-1334) issued on 25 October 1317 and, as such, they were 
integrated into the Corpus Iuris Canonici. See Æ. Friedberg, ed., Corpus Iuris Canonici, vol. 2: 
Decretalium collectiones, Leipzig, 1881, col. 1179. 

71 Sessio XIX. 7 sept. 1434. Decretum de Iudaeis et neophytis, in Tanner et al., eds, Decrees of 
the Ecumenical Councils, vol. 1 (as in n. 70), p. 483 ll. 21-25. 
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languages was established with a view to missionary efforts and not directly 
with a view to the study of the Bible in the original languages, as some human-
ists mistakenly claimed in support of their case. However, the Louvain theo-
logian asked himself, if the Council had encouraged the learning of these 
languages with a view to mission, then it could not be the intention that a Greek 
or Jew who converted to the Church of Rome should immediately have to learn 
Latin so that he might only have access to a so-called trustworthy Latin Bible 
translation? Surely an edition of the Bible, either in Greek or Hebrew would 
be offered to them? What was the point of encouraging the study of certain 
languages, as the Council of Vienne had done, if these were condemned?72 It 
must be emphasized that, in addition to the obvious references to the Bible, the 
Church fathers, medieval masters, and more recent theologians, Dorp also inter-
spersed his Oratio Paulina with sagacious expressions from classical writers 
such as Seneca and Quintilian.

Concluding Remarks
In the final passages of his Oratio Paulina, Dorp refers once more to Paul, who 
claims that ‘no-one should be hindered from speaking in languages’, a refer-
ence probably to 1 Corinthians 14:39. According to Dorp, this expression did 
not only apply to the languages that were bestowed by God in a miraculous 
way, but also to those that were learned with much assiduousness and dili-
gence.73 At the time of the apostles, the knowledge of languages was a holy 
matter that was imparted to men of God by the Spirit. Why, Dorp wondered, 
was the knowledge of languages now considered as something dangerous and 
suspect? Whoever was not himself prepared to learn languages had no grounds 
for condemning others who did do so.74 He referred also once again to the 
Church fathers, who were outstanding theologians, and who all knew two, three 
or even more languages, including, almost always, Greek. And Dorp did not 
doubt that Thomas Aquinas, if he should have lived in the Early Modern Era, 
would have enriched his studies with the knowledge of languages. And although 
he himself had insufficient knowledge of Greek, Dorp considered himself 
blessed that he could lean on the intellectual work of others, and, for his classes 
on Paul, could make use of the emended and annotated (Latin) version of the 
New Testament that had been prepared, in the first place by Erasmus, but also 
by Lorenzo Valla and even Lefèvre d’Étaples (Dorp’s personal top-three among 

72 Dorp, Oratio Paulina, 22.1-7, IJsewijn, ed., pp. 88 l. 21-89 l. 15. 
73 Dorp, Oratio Paulina, 22.8, IJsewijn, ed., p. 89 ll. 17-19. 
74 Dorp, Oratio Paulina, 22.8-10, IJsewijn, ed., p. 89 ll. 19-28. 
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biblical-humanist scholars).75 In addition to the humanists’ work, he also 
wanted to draw on all the commentaries of the Church fathers. He would not 
even pass over the writings of the scholastic theologians and certainly not those 
who were worth reading, and thus Dorp brought his Oratio Paulina to a close.76

Torn Loyalities: Dorp between Erasmus and Luther and the Louvain 

Theologians

Dorp’s plea for a theology based on Scripture, supported by a command of 
‘eloquentia’ and knowledge of languages, in addition to his dismissal of a soph-
ist-coloured theology involving itself with idle trifles, certainly did not escape 
notice in the theological milieu of Louvain, nor in the leading humanist-minded 
circles in Holland, where he continued to reside. Dorp’ stay in his native region 
had, moreover, as a consequence that he was absent at the time of Luther’s 
condemnation by the Louvain theological Faculty on 7 November 1519. Three 
weeks later, on 28 November 1519, Dorp wrote a letter from The Hague, to 
Erasmus in Louvain, in which he indicated his displeasure concerning the con-
tinued hostility of his former colleagues towards Erasmus – amongst others on 
the part of Lee – an animosity that possibly had also turned against Dorp. He 
candidly and modestly acknowledged that he had in the past come to abandon 
Erasmus, but promised to never again take the side of quarrelsome theologians. 
Although it is clear that Dorp in these first lines criticizes unambiguously the 
querulous masters of his (former) Faculty, it remains uncertain whether they, 
moreover, contain a concealed disapproval of the condemnation of Luther by 
the Louvain theologians, as Henry de Vocht has assumed.77 Whatever the case 
may be, towards the end of the letter, Dorp explicitly wrote that Luther was 
held in high regard in Holland. He also alluded to an erudite man, an alumnus 

75 Dorp, Oratio Paulina, 22.11-14, IJsewijn, ed., pp. 89 l. 33-90 l. 7. For Dorp’s less appre-
ciative opinion of Valla’s dialectic, see Verbeke’s essay in this volume. 

76 Dorp, Oratio Paulina, 22.14, IJsewijn, ed., p. 90 ll. 8-9. 
77 The Latin text reads ‘Secus qui faciunt, nonne ipsi malum inferunt doctorum virorum lucu-

brationibus’ (M. van Dorp to D. Erasmus, The Hague, 28 November 1519, in: P.S. Allen and 
H.M. Allen, eds, Opus epistolarum Des. Erasmi Roterodami, vol. 4 (hereafter: Allen 4), Oxford, 
1922, no. 1044, p. 125 ll. 6-7). Obviously not assuming any reference to Luther, the English ver-
sion translates as: ‘Those who do otherwise, are surely guilty of damaging the work of scholars 
everywhere’ (Dorp to Erasmus, in: R.A.B. Mynors, tr., and P.G. Bietenholz, annot., Letters 993 
to 1121 (= Collected Works of Erasmus or CWE 7), Toronto, 1987, no. 1044, p. 135 ll. 9-10). De 
Vocht for his part reads in the term ‘lucubrationibus’ an allusion to the Opera seu lucubrationes 
collecta, a title that was sometimes used for the first collection containing some of Luther’s works, 
that was printed by Froben in Basel in October 1518, and that lies at the foundation of the Louvain 
condemnation of 7 November 1519 (de Vocht, Monumenta Humanistica Lovaniensia, pp. 237-
238; comp. ibid., pp. 223-225). 
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of Louvain, who had written in support of Luther, and had based everything on 
the solid basis of the Scriptures. Allen’s suggestion that the allusion is most 
probably to Cornelis Hoen, a lawyer at the Court of Holland, has been called 
into question by Bart Jan Spruyt.78 Dorp also promised to bring the book in 
question with him, which possibly indicates a return to Louvain.79 These pas-
sages might suggest that Dorp, like several other young biblical humanists, was 
not unsympathetic to (some of) Luther’s reform-minded ideas. This suggestion 
was to cause him much trouble with his Louvain colleagues, as we will see 
below.

The letter to Erasmus contains a probable allusion to an offer to become 
bishop coadjutor for Utrecht (‘they strife for granting me a well-paid benefice’).80 
The negotiations with Philip of Burgundy concerning this appointment had, 
however, proved unsuccessful, so that he had to return to Louvain towards 
the close of 1519.81 It is clear that Dorp, on his return to Louvain, immediately 
came under attack. He was not even allowed to continue to live at the collegium 
theologorum, the College of the Holy Spirit, of which he had been president for 
four years.82

A campaign was also immediately launched among Swiss-German human-
ists (and even among reformers) in order, through letters of support, to express 
their solidarity with Dorp. One of the initiators of this campaign was Erasmus 
himself, who wanted to remedy Dorp’s disrepute among humanists, which had 
been caused by his vacillating character and inconsistent support for the human-
istic cause.83 Erasmus wrote on 5 February 1520 to Beatus Rhenanus,84 request-
ing him to motivate Ulrich Zazius and Bonifacius Amerbach to address a letter 
of support to Dorp, a request with which Beatus Rhenanus indeed complied.85 
Zazius in his turn, in a letter dated 6 March 1520, also addressed himself 
to Bonifacius Amerbach, requesting him to write a letter of support to Dorp in 
both their names.86 Amerbach indeed addressed a kind letter to Dorp, on 

78 B.J. Spruyt, Cornelius Henrici Hoen (Honius) and his Epistle on the Eucharist (1525): 
Medieval Heresy, Erasmian Humanism, and Reform in the Early Sixteenth-Century Low Coun-
tries, Leiden and Boston, 2006, pp. 49-50.  

79 Dorp to Erasmus, Allen 4, no. 1044, pp. 125 ll. 1-7 and 128 ll. 69-74. 
80 Ibid., pp. 126 l. 29. 
81 D. Erasmus to M. van Dorp (?), Louvain, c. January 1520, Allen 4, no. 1059, pp. 156-157. 
82 De Vocht, Monumenta Humanistica Lovaniensia, pp. 226-227. 
83 On this elaborate correspondence, see ibid., pp. 228-234. 
84 D. Erasmus to B. Rhenanus, Louvain, 5 February 1520, Allen 4, no. 1063, p. 186. 
85 B. Rhenanus to B. Amerbach, Schlettstadt, 5 March 1520, in: Horawitz and Hartfelder, eds, 

Leipzig, Briefwechsel des Beatus Rhenanus (as in n. 6), no. 146, p. 211.  
86 U. Zazius to B. Amerbach, Freiburg, 6 March 1520, in: Alfred Hartmann, ed., Die Amer-

bachkorrespondenz, vol. 2: Die Briefe aus den Jahren 1514-1524, Basle, 1943, no. 727, pp. 234 
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19 March 1520, in which he sang the praises of his biblical-humanist work in 
the spirit of Erasmus, as well as of his attempts to renew theology according 
to the lines of thought as presented in his opening lecture on the Epistles 
of Paul.87 Ulrich von Hutten, similarly encouraged by Erasmus, also wrote a 
letter of sympathy to Dorp, as is evident from a missive to Amerbach, dated 
4 May 1520.88

Ulrich Zazius definitely also touched upon the question in a letter to Hul-
drych Zwingli, which reached the latter on 2 April. Zwingli, in turn, addressed 
himself on the same day to Oswald Myconius,89 and later also to Joachim von 
Watt, alias Vadianus,90 asking them to align themselves with the expressions of 
support to be addressed to Dorp (either directly, or through his publisher Fro-
ben). Zwingli then undertook to send off their letters to Froben in Basle.91 In an 
earlier stage, Zwingli had already been briefed concerning Dorp’s troubles in 
Louvain – amongst other troubles that of the ejection from his former college 
– by Jerome Froben, through a letter dated 7 February 1520. On this occasion, 
Froben had also included a copy of the Oratio Paulina, which had, in January 
of that same year, left his Basle presses for the first time.92 On 17 March 1520, 
Caspar Hedius, from Basle, had also written a letter to Zwingli, in which men-
tion was made of the condemnation of Luther by the theologians of Cologne and 
Louvain. In relation to Dorp he even observed that he, Dorp, wholeheartedly 
favoured a renascent Christianity, albeit of an Erasmian spirit.93

l. 45-235 l. 93 (= J.A. von Riegger, ed., Udalrici Zazii Epistolae ad viros aetatis suae doctissimos, 
Ulm, 1774, no. 21, pp. 35-37). 

87 B. Amerbach to M. van Dorp, Basle, 19 March 1520, in: de Vocht, Monumenta Humanis-
tica Lovaniensia, no. 37, pp. 376-381 (= Hartmann, Die Amerbachkorrespondez, vol. 2 (as in 
n. 86), no. 731, p. 241). 

88 U. von Hutten to M. van Dorp, Mainz, 4 May 1520, in: E. Böcking, ed., Epistolae Ulrichi 
Hutteni equitis, item ad eundem deque eodem ab aliis ad alios scriptae, vol. 1, Leipzig, 1859, no. 
164, pp. 344 l. 31-345 l. 1. 

89 H. Zwingli to O. Myconius, Zürich, 2 April 1520, in: E. Egli, G. Finsler, and W. Köhler, 
eds, Huldreich Zwinglis sämtliche Werke 7 (= Corpus Reformatorum or CR, 94), Leipzig, 1911; 
repr. Zürich, 1982, no. 129, pp. 292 l. 1-293 l. 1. 

90 H. Zwingli to Vadianus, Zürich, 4 May 1520, CR 94, no. 136, p. 308 ll. 8-14. 
91 H. Zwingli to Vadianus, Zürich, 19 June 1520, CR 94, no. 145, p. 328 l. 1. 
92 J. Froben to H. Zwingli, Basle, 7 February 1520, CR 94, no. 118, p. 263 ll. 15-18: ‘Lovanii 

Theologi insaniunt … Dorpii item orationem mitto, nisi habueris antea, qui a factione theologica 
summa ob orationem editam affectus contumelia simulque ex suo eiectus collegio ac nunc totus 
agit Erasmicum’. 

93 C. Hedius to H. Zwingli, Basle, 17 March 1520, CR 94, no. 124, pp. 280 l. 27-281 l. 3: 
‘Lutherus a theologis Lovaniensibus et Coloniensibus damnatus est in quibusdam articulis. Medi-
tantur pessimum quid Romani. Dorpius totus favet renascenti Christianismo et ex animo, quod 
Erasmus primum huc scripsit’. 
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Another circumstance was of the sort that it could only jeopardise the delicate 
position of Dorp in Louvain. For, in March 1520, Froben had issued his second 
edition of Dorp’s Oratio in praelectionem epistolarum divi Pauli, the text of 
which was now followed by Dorp notorious letter of 28 November 1519 to Eras-
mus. This edition, with his letter to Erasmus appended, also came to the notice 
of Martin Luther,94 since it had probably been sent to him from Antwerp, possi-
bly by Jacob Praepositus.95 Whatever the case may be, Dorp’s denunciation of 
the Louvain hostilities was interpreted by Luther as a disapproval of the censure 
the theologians had proclaimed against several of his propositions. Luther explic-
itly refers to Dorp’s letter in a missive of 25 March 1520 to Martin Seligmann. 
He therein calls his own [Luther’s] condemnation in Louvain ironically a ‘partum 
personatum’, or a ‘concealed birth’, by which he supposedly meant that his con-
demnation had been concocted in Louvain backrooms (and was certainly not the 
result of an open debate, let alone a consensus) and for which he held the ‘obscuri 
viri’ accountable, an often-used sarcastic designation for theologians old style.96 
Possibly Luther takes here the literal meaning of ‘viri obscuri’ (‘obscure men’) 
to make mention of a ‘partum personatum’ (‘concealed birth’): Scholastic theo-
logians, representatives of an obscure past, are held responsible for an action that 
by necessity had its origin in the dark corners of the Louvain Faculty… The day 
after, on 26 March, in a missive to George Spalatin, Luther returned again to 
Dorp’s letter, calling him the ‘doctissimus’, the most erudite among the Louvain 
theologians. On this occasion, Luther also touches upon the declaration of Adrian 
of Utrecht, ancient professor of Louvain, at the time Cardinal of Tortosa, and 
later pope Adrian VI, who explicitly supported the Louvain condemnation of 
Luther.97 At the time of this correspondence, incidentally, Luther added the final 
touches to his Responsio ad condemnationem doctrinalem per Lovan. et Colon. 
factam [Response to the Doctrinal Condemnation Issued by the Theologians of 
Louvain and Cologne]. In this treatise, Luther declared that ‘on the basis of letters 
given to him from the inside, he had become more convinced that the ill-famed 
condemnation has not been issued with the consensus of all members of the 
Faculty’.98 Even more explicit is the comment made by Johann Crotus Rubianus, 

94 On Dorp and Luther, see de Vocht, Monumenta Humanistica Lovaniensia, pp. 234-239.  
95 This had been suggested in ibid., pp. 236-237. 
96 M. Luther to M. Seligmann, Wittenberg, 25 March 1520, in: Weimarer Ausgabe: Briefwech-

sel (hereafter: WABr) 2, no. 272, p. 76 ll. 6-9. Comp. De Jongh, L’ancienne Faculté (as in n. 3), 
p. 240; de Vocht, Monumenta Humanistica Lovaniensia, p. 235 n. 1. 

97 M. Luther to G. Spalatin, Wittenberg, 26 March 1520, WABr 2, no. 273, pp. 77 l. 4-78 l. 6. 
Comp. De Jongh, L’ancienne Faculté, p. 163; de Vocht, Monumenta Humanistica Lovaniensia, 
p. 235 n. 2. 

98 M. Luther, Responsio ad condemnationem doctrinalem per Lovan. et Colon. factam. 1520, 
in: Weimarer Ausgabe: Werke (hereafter: WA) 6, p. 182 ll. 28-30: ‘… cum certior factus sim 
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in a letter of 28 April addressed to Luther, that Dorp was certainly not in agree-
ment with the condemnation of the Louvain theologians.99

Given the remarks made by Luther in his correspondence and especially in 
his Responsio, it comes as no surprise that in the first part of 1520, the persistent 
rumour began circulating, also in Louvain, that Dorp was deeply convinced that 
the condemnation of Luther had not been made lawfully nor unanimously, since 
he was absent at the moment of its pronouncement and was certainly not in 
agreement with it.100 During a meeting on 28 July, convened by the Carmelite 
Nicolas Baechem, also known as Egmondanus, the dean then in office, in the 
small chapter-room of St Peter’s church, Dorp was granted eight days to recon-
sider whether he was prepared to propagate the conviction that the condemna-
tion of Luther’s doctrine by the Faculty was made lawfully and unanimously.101 
After the term had expired, on 4 August, Dorp bluntly declared his refusal to 
comply with the Faculty’s request, evidently since he did not feel responsible 
for the rumours that had been circulating in Louvain.102 It should come as no 
surprise that, on St Jerome’s day, 30 September 1520, the regentia for the Dutch 
theologian was only renewed on the condition that he submit himself to the 
judgement of the Faculty with regard to the question that divided them.103

Dorp’s Reconciliation with the Theologians and the Discrete Apology of 

his Oratio 

We do not know for sure whether Dorp was, at the end of the day, granted the 
regentia. H. De Jongh was convinced that he was, since he continued to belong 
to the Faculty’s strict college.104 The fact is that no further mention is made 
concerning actions or writings on his part that might have created difficulties 
with his colleagues. Dorp continued to devote himself to teaching, studying 
and academic administration, while at the same time preserving friendly rela-
tions with Erasmus.105 At the close of 1521, Dorp wrote the Oratiunculae meae 

literis inde ad me datis non omnium de facultate Lovaniensi consensu istam damnationem esse 
natam’. 

99 C. Rubianus to M. Luther, Bamberg, 28 April 1520, WABr 2, no. 281, p. 89 ll. 88-90: 
‘Dorpius certe apud Lovanienses assensum suum cohibuit, cuius auctoritas plus valebit apud 
eruditos, quam totius scholae iudicium’. 

100 On Dorp’s troubles in Louvain, as a consequence of the ‘Luther question’, see de Vocht, 
Monumenta Humanistica Lovaniensia, pp. 239-241. 

101 De Jongh, L’ancienne Faculté, p. 45*. 
102 Ibid., p. 45*. 
103 Ibid., p. 46*. 
104 Ibid., p. 214. 
105 De Vocht, Monumenta Humanistica Lovaniensia, pp. 243-250. 
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apologia [Apology of my Modest Oration], not a public statement but most prob-
ably a letter to Meinard Man, the abbot of the abbey of Egmond and his (former) 
patron.106 Evidently the abbot had voiced, probably in a letter, his misgivings 
concerning the turmoil caused by the publication of Dorp’s Oratio Paulina, and 
requesting an explanation. According to this hypothesis, Dorp’s apology is a 
reply to Man’s request for further clarification. The Oratiunculae meae apologia 
remained unpublished, although the draft version of this apology was apparently 
found in Dorp’s papers after his decease by his pupil Gerard Morinck, who 
copied the text, obviously with a view to publication (which however did not 
come about). Morinck took the copy with him when he entered the Benedictine 
abbey of St Trond, where it ended in a stately folio, bound with other manu-
scripts. It is now preserved in the State Archives of Belgium, in Hasselt. The 
text has been edited by, successively, Henry de Vocht and Joseph IJsewijn, but 
has unfortunately scarcely ever been studied before.107

Introduction to the Apology
According to the code of politeness that was due to a patron, Dorp first grate-
fully recalls how Meinard Man granted him several benefices, so that he was 
able to devote himself, quietly and undisturbed by worldly concerns, to the 
sacred studies. As an expression of his gratitude, he indicated his intention of 
dedicating two treatises, which he had recently composed but to which he still 
needed to add the final strokes, to Meinard Man. It concerns De Catholicae 
Ecclesiae Ritu ac Consuetudine [On the Rite and Custom of the Catholic 
Church], as well as a sermon entitled De Vita Christo Domino Instituenda 
[On the Life To Built upon Christ], which he, two years earlier – obviously 
the autumn of 1519 is meant – had delivered in the presence of the Council of 
Holland, to the latter’s satisfaction. Dorp recalls that this has granted him the 
sympathy and support of Nicolas Everaerts, the President, and of Gerard of 
Assendelft, one of the members of the Council.108 They are the ones who had 
apparently recommended him for the post as coadjutor in Utrecht.109

106 For an introduction to the document, see ibid., pp. 63-75. 
107 We follow the text in J. IJsewijn, ed., Martini Dorpii Naldiceni Orationes IV. Cum Apolo-

gia et Litteris adnexis, Leipzig, 1986, pp. 92-104, and for the notes, ibid., pp. 118-119 (see also 
de Vocht, Monumenta Humanistica Lovaniensia, pp. 75-93, and for the notes, ibid., pp. 94-112). 

108 Dorp, Apol., 1 (as in n. 107), IJsewijn, ed., pp. 92-93. 
109 Dorp, Apol., 1, IJsewijn, ed., p. 93 ll. 26-28: ‘si extra academias vitam transigere vel ratio 

vel sors suaderet…’, which possibly contains an allusion to the proposal to become coadjutor in 
Utrecht. 
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In a subsequent section of his Apologia,110 Dorp complains about the not 
particularly benign reception of his Oratio Paulina. Malicious readers had delib-
erately interpreted the text in a distorted way and he himself had fallen victim 
to slander. Repeatedly he declares that he had expressed himself in the most 
moderate terms and that he had in no way harboured the intention to offend 
anyone.111 But, unfortunately, evil-minded people are able to interpret the most 
circumspect words in a malevolent way, just as a spider even draws venom from 
the best flowers.112 He declares that, however much he may be offended, he will 
not take vengeance on this evil slander. Invoking texts from classical literature 
(mostly cited in Erasmus’ Adagia) and from the Scriptures, Dorp argues that 
the slanderers eventually invoke a severe judgement upon themselves.113 In a 
somewhat pathetic way, he asks whether he, who prefers nothing above bonae 
litterae, should himself completely abstain from writing, in order to restore 
peace and tranquillity!114

An Unadulterated Plea for a Bible-based Theology and ‘Eloquence’
After having accorded due reverence, so typical in a context of patronage, and 
after having voiced his incredulity concerning the negative reactions, Dorp 
leaves no doubt about his true convictions through the extensive and unadulter-
ated, though sincere, recapitulation of the issues he had defended in his Oratio 
Paulina. He also resumes the appeal to the authorities he had invoked in his 
Oratio Paulina, with an increased emphasis on Augustine, in particular his De 

110 Dorp, Apol., 2-3, IJsewijn, ed., pp. 93-96. 
111 Dorp, Apol., 2.1-3, IJsewijn, ed., pp. 93 ll. 32-35.40 and 94 l. 11: ‘… oratiunculae quam 

anno superiore evulgavi quam sinistrum fatum, quam infaustus genius, quam non bonae fuerint 
aves, non possum ab ancipiti editionis alea non aliquantum abhorrere … iniqua, morosa et perti-
nacia praeiudicia … neminem velle me vel perstringere vel laedere’; comp. Apol., 3.1, IJsewijn, 
ed., pp. 95 l. 19-96 l. 1. 

112 Dorp, Apol., 3.5, IJsewijn, ed., p. 96 ll. 3-6: ‘quidnam tam circumspecte dicas quod non 
male narrando depravari possit, quod non calumniantium morsibus sit obnoxium? … veluti ara-
neus quidam obambulans ex optimo quoque flore venenum hauriat…’. 

113 Dorp, Apol., 2.6, IJsewijn, ed., p. 94 ll. 30-32: ‘… ego sane quantumvis laesus genuinum 
non infigam, illius Pauli memor: nolite vinci a malo, sed vince in bono malum’, with a quotation 
from Romans 12:21; also Apol., 3.6-7, IJsewijn, ed., p. 96 ll. 12-16: ‘… ut in libellis meis ne quid 
obtrectationis, ne quid veneni, ne quid insit amaritudinis, ne quem mordacitatis aceto perfundam, 
nulli os laedam, nulli conviciabor, nihil durum, nihil asperum, improbum nihil attexam. in summa, 
ad caninam facundiam quamlibet provocatus non descendam’. 

114 Dorp, Apol., 3.9-10, IJsewijn, ed., p. 96 ll. 27-30: ‘otio litterario nullum equidem fortunae 
strepitum praetulerim. vita sine litteris, inquit Seneca, mors est et vivi hominis sepulture. quod si 
non alia conditione per rerum aestus tranquillitas esse potest quam ut nihil evulgem, age, obtem-
peretur!’ 
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doctrina Christiana, in addition to a manifold of references to classical authors, 
obviously through a reading of Erasmus’ Adagia. 

Dorp re-confessed his belief in a Bible-based theology, which should, firstly, 
be sustained by the study of eloquence as a support to the proclamation of the 
biblical truth.115 In this regard he praised Augustine,116 in addition to authors 
from classical Antiquity. The Church father had emphasized, both in his De 
doctrina Christiana117 and in Contra Cresconium,118 that the faculty of elo-
quence could be used to enforce either truth or falsehood, so that the defenders 
of the truth must be able to make full use of its potential. In other words, the fact 
that heretics abused ‘eloquentia’ in order to preach their errors, should not with-
hold the teachers of the truth from using it in a good sense. On the contrary: 
Augustine who in his time proved to be the master of eloquence, had, as an 
‘Ecclesiasticus veritatis doctor’,119 also maintained that eloquence was in the 
service of the proclamation of the truth. In this regard, Dorp quoted from the 
Confessiones, in which the Church father declared that he had learned from God, 
‘that nothing should be regarded as true because it is eloquently stated, nor false 
because the words sound clumsy. On the other hand, it is not true for being 
expressed in uncouth language either, nor false because couched in splendid 
words’.120

Sophistry versus ‘Good’ Dialectics
Subsequently, Dorp, as so many humanists, lashed out once again against 
sophistry.121 Aligning himself with Ecclesiasticus 37:23, as well as with the 
interpretation Augustine had given in Contra Cresconium,122 Dorp denounced 
sophistry as useless, dangerous, and a pestilence among the studies, to which 
students were bound for so many years.123 He added that the Faculty of Arts had 

115 Dorp, Apol., 4, IJsewijn, ed., pp. 96-98, amongst others Apol., 4.2, IJsewijn, ed., p. 97 
ll. 5-6: ‘eloquentiam plenis laudum velis in caelum extuli’. 

116 Dorp, Apol., 4.3, IJsewijn, ed., p. 97 ll. 11-14: ‘… Aurelium Augustinum, quo viro haud 
scio an ex omni scriptorum ordine quisquam allegari queat aequior, moderatior, circumspectior, 
ad haec ingeniosior doctiorve iudex’. 

117 Augustinus, De doctrina Christiana, 4.2.3, CC SL 32, p. 117 ll. 1-3; 13-16.  
118 Augustinus, Contra Cresconium, 1.1.2 et 2.3, M. Petschenig, ed., CSEL 52, Vienna and 

Leipzig, 1909, pp. 325 ll. 26-27; 326 ll. 3-6; 15-20; 327 ll. 5-6. 
119 Dorp, Apol., 4.7, IJsewijn, ed., p. 98 l. 7. 
120 Augustinus, Confessiones, 5.6.10, CC SL 27, p. 62 ll. 21-23 (for the English translation, 

see Augustine, The Confessions, 5.6.10, M. Boulding, intr., tr. and notes, New York, 1996, p. 120). 
121 Dorp, Apol., 5, IJsewijn, ed., pp. 98-100. 
122 Augustinus, Contra Cresconium, 1.2.3, CC SL 32, p. 327 ll. 6-9. 
123 Dorp, Apol., 5.1-2, IJsewijn, ed., p. 98 ll. 25-30: ‘Damnavi sophisticen … inutilem, immo 

vero ut perniciosam, pestemque studiorum. quamquam ipse nihil aliud quam mortuam, uti dicitur, 
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wisely ruled that idle discussions which might divert students needlessly, should 
be avoided – he obviously intimated the oath that the Louvain Faculty of Arts 
had, from 2 June 1427 on, required of all future lecturers, that they should never 
teach the doctrines of Jean Buridan (c. 1300-after 1358), Marsilius of Inghen (c. 
1340-1396), William of Ockham (c. 1288-1347) and their followers.124 And 
indeed: he referred to his positive experience in Louvain – obviously in the 
Pedagogy of the Lily – where particular erudite and wise teachers had succeeded 
in holding senseless and artificial reflections of that kind at bay. In cryptic word-
ings, interspersed with references to Erasmus’ Adagia and to classical authors, 
Dorp suggested that theology, for its part, was contaminated by a fascination for 
idle, far-fetched reasoning and similar quibbles, in other words, that ‘an ignorant 
drone has mingled among honey-making bees’.125 And Dorp asked if, confronted 
with such intricate questions, one should wonder, along with Paul, whether such 
people are mad. A ‘proposition’ such as ‘Jesse begot David the king’ is in their 
view false, because it does not fit their fabrications, but in the meantime they 
forget that this is the language of Scripture.126 Is this the way in which they 
search for the salvation of the soul, Dorp asked himself rhetorically.127

While Dorp opposed sophistry, he considered dialectics necessary, on the 
condition that it was exercised in a pure form and in a moderate way.128 As an 
example, he referred to Jacques Lefèvre d’Étaples; apparently he had his edition 
of, and annotations to, Aristoteles’ Organon of 1503 in mind. Previously, in his 
Oratio Paulina, he had praised Lefèvre’s exegetical work. Dorp, however, 
insisted that dialectics was not an objective in its own right, but a propedeutical 
science and an instrument that stood at the service of the higher disciplines.129 
In order to underpin the auxiliatory character of dialectics, he referred to the 
decree that Pope Leo X had issued in the wake of the Fifth Lateran Council,130 

iugulavi…’. 
124 De Vocht, Monumenta Humanistica Lovaniensia, p. 104 (n. to 312). 
125 Dorp, Apol., 5.5, IJsewijn, ed., p. 99 ll. 13-14: ‘veluti ignavus fucus inter mellificas sese 

apes mediam admisceat…’. 
126 Dorp, Apol., 5.8, IJsewijn, ed., p. 99 ll. 28-33: ‘ut si ipsos audias suos aenigmatum scirpos, 

sua sphingis problemata sonantes, dicas cum Paulo: quid insanitis?…’, with a quotation of 1 Cor-
inthians 14:13. 

127 Dorp, Apol., 5.9, IJsewijn, ed., p. 100 l. 5: ‘quis animae suae salute per haec quaeret’. 
128 Dorp, Apol., 6, IJsewijn, ed., pp. 101-101, amongst others Apol., 6.1, IJsewijn, ed., p. 100 

ll. 22-24: ‘… Dialectica … Quam non utilem tantum, sed necessariam quoque esse palam affir-
mavi, esset modo Dialectica pura, syncera, incontaminata…’. 

129 Dorp, Apol., 6.3, IJsewijn, ed., p. 100 ll. 34-35: ‘… mox ea velut instrumentum ad potiores 
disciplinas accommodabit’. 

130 Sessio VIII. 19 dec 1513, in: Tanner et al., eds, Decrees of the Ecumenical Councils, vol. 1, 
p. 606 ll. 10-27. Cf. de Vocht, Monumenta Humanistica Lovaniensia, pp. 106-107 (n. to 414). 

96241_Lias_2012/2_02.indd   18896241_Lias_2012/2_02.indd   188 18/04/13   11:4418/04/13   11:44



 MAARTEN VAN DORP, THE ORATIO PAULINA (1516/1519) 189

to Augustine in his De doctrina Christiana – whom he called even more out-
spokenly critical than himself –,131 in addition to several passages taken from 
classical literature.

Knowledge of Languages
Subsequently, Dorp confirmed that the knowledge of languages was very useful 
for those who prepared themselves for the study and the interpretation of the 
Scriptures.132 As was the case in the Oratio Paulina, Dorp referred in this con-
text to Augustine’s De doctrina Christiana,133 and to what the Councils of 
Vienne and Basle had decided in relation to the subject (albeit with a view to 
missionary efforts among Jews, Muslims and Greek Orthodox).134 He further-
more added a reference to the confirmation of these earlier decrees by Lateran V 
(1512-1517).135 The latter Council had, however, not recommended the study of 
Hebrew, Chaldean, Arabic, Greek, nor any other language, with a view to mis-
sionary efforts among Jews, Muslims, and/or Greek Orthodox, as the Councils 
of Vienne and Basle had done. A possible allusion and further elaboration of the 
earlier pronouncements is however contained in Lateran V’s decree that consid-
ers the benefits of printing and spreading books, which is said to result in ‘men 
competent in all kinds of languages’. Furthermore, the Council desired ‘to see 
in the Roman church, in good supply, men of this type who are capable of 
instructing even unbelievers in the holy commandments, and of gathering them 
for their salvation into the body of the faithful by the teaching of the Christian 
faith’.136

Interim Conclusion: Scholastic and Bible-based Theology…
After Dorp had assessed the proper value of theology’s auxiliary sciences, he 
proceeded to present his view of theology in itself.137 He first emphasized that 
the well-nigh absence of any praise for scholastic theology in his Oratio Paulina 

131 Augustinus, De doctrina Christiana, 2.37.55, CC SL 32, p. 70 ll. 8-9. 
132 Dorp, Apol., 7, IJsewijn, ed., p. 101, amongst others Apol., 7.1, IJsewijn, ed., p. 101 

ll. 18-19: ‘Linguarum cognitionem his utilem esse confirmavi qui Sacras enarrare Literas para-
rent’. 

133 Augustinus, De doctrina Christina, 2.11.16, CC SL 32, p. 42 ll. 1-2. 
134 Cf. above, p. 178. 
135 Dorp, Apol., 7.2, IJsewijn, ed., p. 101 ll. 21-22: ‘Lateranense publico diplomate, quod 

hisce oculis ipsemet vide, valde probat’. According to de Vocht, Dorp most probably saw an 
authenticated copy, which was forwarded to Louvain University (de Vocht, Monumenta Huma-
nistica Lovaniensia, p 107).  

136 Sessio X. 4 May 1515, in: Tanner et al., eds, Decrees of the Ecumenical Councils, vol. 1, 
p. 632 ll. 24-28. 

137 Dorp, Apol., 8, IJsewijn, ed., pp. 101-102.  
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did not imply that he rejected this kind of theology; on the contrary, he had 
always followed the scholastic curriculum with much conviction and partici-
pated in all disputes. But he repeated that he had a scholastic theology in mind 
that was moderate and that distanced itself from all kinds of quarrelsome dis-
putes.138 

... Sustained by Knowledge of Languages and Emendation of Manuscripts 
After having stressed the lasting value of scholastics, Dorp elaborated again on 
the sort of theology he had in mind, offering this time a long quotation from the 
opening sentences from book 3 of Augustine’s De doctrina Christiana,139 which 
summarizes in a kind of interim conclusion his own views and which, he antic-
ipated, would make him immune to any serious criticism. Rejecting all kinds of 
strife and contention typical for sophists, he aligned himself with Augustine’s 
wish to acquire a sufficient knowledge of languages, something deemed indis-
pensible for the emendation of the Latin codices of the Bible.140 Other authors 
were invoked in support of his argument – some of whom had also been referred 
to in the Oratio Paulina, viz. Jerome, Cyprian, Ambrose and Origen, as well as 
Thomas Aquinas, Nicholaus of Lyra and the Carmelite Baptista ‘Spagnuoli’ 
Mantuanus (1447-1516). Dorp displayed a special interest for Mantuan’s trea-
tises De loco conceptionis Christi [On the Precise Place where Christ was 
Conceived] and De variis interpretationibus sacrae Scripturae [On Diverse 
Interpretations of Sacred Scripture], since these concerned material that was 
released in the very same period in which his Oratio Paulina had been pub-
lished, and which was widely spread and read.141 The author had demonstrated 
with clear arguments and concrete examples that the codices of the Vulgate were 
corrupt and that the Latin version should be emended on the basis of the Hebrew 
and Greek originals: it was a topic that Dorp had dealt with at length in his 
Oratio Paulina. In his Apologia, Dorp referred to another contemporary witness, 
viz. a letter Pope Leo X had written to Felix a Prato. He possibly meant Leo X’s 
privilege, granted on 10 October 1515, which had allowed Felix a Prato (†1539) 
– who as a Jewish rabbi had become an Augustinian monk – to translate the 

138 Dorp, Apol., 8.2, IJsewijn, ed., p. 102 ll. 4-5: ‘disputationes laudo, palaestram scholasticam 
amplector ut si quis alius, tantum ut moderatae sint atque a contentionum studio alienae’. 

139 Augustinus, De doctrina Christiana, 3.1.1, CC SL 32, p. 77 ll. 1-9. 
140 Dorp, Apol., 8.5, IJsewijn, ed., p. 102 ll. 16-19: ‘vult abesse contentionem, quae numquam 

abest sophistis. requirit ceu munimen quoddam linguarum scientiam. codices sollerter emendan-
dos censet’. 

141 B. Mantuanus, Opera, S.B. Gorgonius, ed., 2 vols, Lyons, 1516. The works referred to, are 
included in the second volume. 
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Bible anew, on the basis of the Hebrew. This privilege was printed in the Psal-
terium ex Hebraeo which Felix a Prato had published in Venice 1515.142 Just as 
in his Oratio Paulina, Dorp further referred to Cardinal Pierre d’Ailly, who had 
also favoured textual emendation on the basis of the original languages, in addi-
tion to several cardinals of his day, who had espoused the same standpoint. In 
short, Dorp was convinced that a plethora of ancient and modern authoritative 
writers supported his own plea for the emendation of Latin manuscripts, a plea 
that, moreover, was completely in line with Jerome’s and Augustine’s view-
point.143 As an apparent conclusion to his elaboration, Dorp repeated that the 
Holy Scriptures should be put first in the studies of the theologians. This was a 
cause he was prepared to make a stand for, as he had previously done, finding 
himself in the good company of Augustine.144

Preference for a Bible-based Theology, not to the Exclusion of Scholastics
After Dorp had once more summarized his view, and with an aim to reassure 
Meinard Man and the traditional theologians, he repeated that his praise for the 
study of the Scriptures, and par excellence for the study of Paul, did not imply 
that he despised the study of the old (scholastic) theology: ‘It is not because 
somebody gives preference to gold, that he therefore derides lead.’145 He also 
expressed the assurance that he gave everyone room for his own choice and 
condemned no-one (as long as this choice brought no harm). He, for his part, 
declared his praise of St Thomas, as well as his preference for Augustine, as 
representatives of the new (viz. scholastic) and the old (viz. Bible-based) theol-
ogy respectively.146 If anything in his argument were to prove to be reprehensi-
ble, he indicated that he was prepared to submit it to an objective judgment, 
devoid of all agitation (but inspired by Christian charity). If he had not put 
forward something blameworthy, he asked that all quarrels and the spirit of 
discord might cease. He declared that he was only animated by a spirit of con-
cord and peace, as was required by Paul himself,147 and he was convinced that 

142 Cf. de Vocht, Monumenta Humanistica Lovaniensia, p. 109 (n. to 481 and 482). 
143 Dorp, Apol., 8.8, IJsewijn, ed., p. 102 ll. 29-32: ‘quid quod huic meae sententiae omnibus 

punctis accedunt qui libris evulgatis codices diligentissime emendandos affirmant, Hieronymi in 
hoc Augustinique consilium facile admittentes ut humanum quidem illud, quod nec ego diffiteor’. 

144 Dorp, Apol., 8.9, IJsewijn, ed., p. 102 ll. 32-34: ‘… Scripturam Sacram voluerim studio-
rum nostrorum primas occupare, huic cum Augustino paratum est certamen…’. 

145 Dorp, Apol., 9.2, IJsewijn, ed., p. 103 ll. 5-6. 
146 Dorp, Apol., 9.6, IJsewijn, ed., p. 103 l. 26: ‘Laudo divum Thomam, Augustinum 

praefero…’. 
147 Dorp, Apol., 10.2, IJsewijn, ed., p. 103 ll. 35-38, with a paraphrase of Romans 12:18: ‘If 

it be possible, as much as is in you, have peace with all men’. 
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his respondents were obliged to do the same. These concluding remarks148 were, 
just as many others in de Apologia, interspersed with quotations from, and refer-
ences to, classical texts, borrowed mostly as they had been given in Erasmus’ 
Adagia.

Dorp concluded his Apologia with a valediction, adding that his missive also 
included two other works.149 Evidently he meant the writings that he had also 
mentioned at the beginning of his argument – De Catholicae Ecclesiae Ritu ac 
Consuetudine as well as a sermon entitled De Vita Christo Domino Instituenda 
– and that he aimed at publishing, preceded by a dedication to Meinard Man. It 
should be stressed again that the Apologia remained unpublished, so that it was 
not to affect the reconciliation brought about between Dorp and his Louvain 
colleagues. It is, however, a testimony that his biblical-humanist convictions 
had not been shaken, notwithstanding the troubles he had experienced with his 
Faculty.

Conclusion

Maarten van Dorp’s regrettably short life – he died in 1525 scarcely 40 years 
old – presents us with the picture of a young humanistically inspired theologian 
who was torn between the new biblical-humanist principles cherished at the 
Louvain Pedagogy of the Lily on the one hand, and the loyalty to the Faculty of 
theology, where a traditional – scholastic – theology was still dominant, on the 
other. Dorp gave expression to his biblical-humanist ideas in the opening lecture 
to his summer course on the Epistles of Paul in July 1516, not to the detriment, 
however, of ‘good’ scholastics – a stance which must keep scholars alert for all 
nuances in the humanist-scholastic debate of these days. Things became even 
more complicated, when alongside a version of Dorp’s oration, printed by Fro-
ben in Basle in March 1520, a letter to Erasmus was printed which contained 
passages which could be interpreted as veiled attempts to distance himself from 
the condemnation of Luther by the Louvain theologians of the day. The initial 
animosity directed at Dorp’s viewpoints, launched from within the Faculty, 
eventually ebbed away, possibly because he had, for the rest of his short career, 
eschewed publication of writings that might be considered as controversial, and 
evidently returned into the bosom of the corpus of Louvain theologians.150 It 

148 Dorp, Apol., 9-10, IJsewijn, ed., pp. 103-104.  
149 Dorp, Apol., 11, IJsewijn, ed., p. 104. 
150 In this sense, Dorp is a representative of what Pierre Mesnard has called ‘[le] tiers-parti, 

constitué de clercs qui s’ouvrent lentement à l’esprit de la Renaissance, tout en étant quelque peu 
scandalisés par certaines attitudes ou par certaines formules’ (Mesnard, ‘Humanisme et théologie’ 
(as in n. 2), p. 885).  
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was, moreover, only a matter of time before the theologians, cautiously, but 
profoundly accepted the study of the bonae literae and the languages as a valid 
constituent of Bible-based theological studies. Dorp must be considered as one 
of the pioneers of such a humanistically inspired biblical turn in the Catholic 
Church, which found its consecration in the fourth and fifth sessions of the 
Council of Trent (1546), and led the Louvain theologians to meaningful contri-
butions in the sphere of biblical scholarship, especially in the second part of the 
sixteenth century.151

Wim.Francois@theo.kuleuven.be
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151 See W. François, ‘Augustine and the Golden Age of Biblical Scholarship in Louvain 
(1550-1650)’, in: B. Gordon and M. McLean, eds, Shaping the Bible in the Reformation: Books, 
Scholars and Their Readers in the Sixteenth Century, Leiden and Boston, 2012, pp. 235-289. 
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