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Abstract

Contemporaries and modern scholars alike have been unable to determine the position 
of Maarten van Dorp (1485-1525), lecturer of philosophy and later professor of theology 
at the University of Louvain, in the scholastic-humanist controversy. In this context, 
a number of Dorp’s writings have not received the scholarly attention they deserve. One 
of these is his Oratio in laudem Aristotelis, a Latin speech delivered at an academic 
gathering in Louvain on the third of December 1510, and published by Dirk Martens 
four years later. Rather than being a traditional praise of the Philosopher, the text acts 
as an attack on the Repastinatio dialectice et philosophie of the Italian humanist Lorenzo 
Valla, and is thus essential in determining Dorp’s allegiance to either the scholastic or 
the humanist camp. In an effort to accommodate a well-balanced interpretation of 
the oration, the present contribution offers the first English translation of the speech, 
preceded by an overview of Dorp’s somewhat bumpy career path and a contextual study 
focusing on academic oratory and the scholastic curriculum in Louvain.

Keywords: Martin Dorp – Lorenzo Valla – Aristotelianism – Louvain – scholastic-
humanist controversy

Introduction

On 3 December 1510, Maarten van Dorp (1525-1585), who was at that time a 
lecturer in philosophy at the Louvain College of the Lily,1 delivered a speech in 
praise of Aristotle.2 The purpose of this Latin oration was to defend the reputa-
tion of the Philosopher against the critique of the Italian humanist Lorenzo Valla 

1 Students arriving in Louvain typically became a member of one of the four pedagogies (i.e. a 
special type of college), named Falco (Falcon), Porcus (Pig), Lilium (Lily), and Castrum (Castle). 
These pedagogies housed students, but were also equipped with class rooms (for the teaching of 
grammar, logic and physics/natural philosophy), rooms for the tutors and the president of the 
pedagogy, a library, a kitchen and a dining hall. For the organisation and buildings of the Univer-
sity of Louvain during the sixteenth century, see E. Lamberts and J. Roegiers, eds, Leuven 
University 1425–1985, Louvain, 1990. 

2 This Oratio in laudem Aristotelis was first published in Martini Dorpii Naldiceni Sacrae 
Theologiae Licentiati Concio de diue virginis deiparae in coelum Assumptione, Louvain, 1514 
(sigs Ciiir-Cvir). A modern critical edition is found in J. IJsewijn, ed., Martini Dorpii Naldiceni 
Orationes IV cum Apologia et litteris adnexis, Leipzig, 1986, pp. 18-24. 
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144 D. VERBEKE

(c. 1406-1457), who had argued for a reform of scholastic philosophy, which 
was, in his opinion, too dependent on Aristotelian thought.3 As a result, Dorp’s 
speech is sometimes characterized as a reactionary piece directed against human-
ist attempts to reform the traditional curriculum at the University of Louvain.4 
However, we learn from contemporary sources that the oration was well received 
by the humanist faction as well: Jerome de Busleyden (c. 1470-1517), the 
famous patron of humanist studies in the Low Countries, sent Dorp a congratu-
latory reply after receiving a copy;5 and Thomas More (1478-1535) judged that 
it was ‘surely a very elegant’ piece of work.6 In an effort to accommodate 
a balanced interpretation of Dorp’s speech, placing it in the framework of the 
larger scholastic-humanist debate, which dominated Northern universities at the 
time,7 the present contribution offers the first English translation of the text, 
preceded by a short discussion of Dorp’s position in the controversy and a con-
textual study focusing on academic oratory and the place of Aristotle in the 
Louvain curriculum.

Maarten van Dorp: scholastic or humanist?

Maarten van Dorp was born in Naaldwijk, near The Hague, in 1485, the son of 
Bartholomaeus or Mees van Dorp, steward of the abbey of Egmond and coun-
cillor and alderman at The Hague.8 After receiving his earliest instruction at 
home, and perhaps partly also in Utrecht, Dorp matriculated at the University 

3 See, for instance, P. Mack, ‘Valla’s Dialectic in the North 2: Further Commentaries’, Vivar-
ium, vol. 30, 1992, pp. 256-275 (270); the title of which inspired the present essay. For a general 
study of Valla’s critique, see, especially, L. Nauta, In Defense of Common Sense. Lorenzo Valla’s 
Humanist Critique of Scholastic Philosophy, Cambridge, MA, 2009. 

4 E.g. H. de Vocht, History of the Foundation and the Rise of the Collegium Trilingue 
Lovaniense 1517–1550, 4 vols, Louvain, 1951-1955, vol. 1, p. 188. 

5 Busleyden’s letter is edited in H. de Vocht, Jerome De Busleyden, Founder of the Louvain 
Collegium Trilingue: His Life and Writings, Turnhout, 1950, pp. 417-420. 

6 See his famous Letter to Dorp, available in D. Kinney, ed., The Complete Works of 
St. Thomas More. Volume 15, New Haven, CT, 1986, p. 98: ‘At primum ex his ipsis commenta-
toribus Aristotelis, quos tu in illa oratione commemoras, quam siue ut Laurentium uituperes, siue 
ut laudes Aristotelem (nam utrumque acriter et ex aequo facis) elegantissime certe scripsisti’. 

7 See, especially, J. Overfield, Humanism and Scholasticism in Late Medieval Germany, 
Princeton, NJ, 1984; E. Rummel, The Humanist-Scholastic Debate in the Renaissance & Refor-
mation, Cambridge, MA, 1995; and C.G. Nauert, ‘Humanism as Method: Roots of Conflict with 
the Scholastics’, Sixteenth Century Journal, vol. 29, 1998, pp. 427-438. 

8 The most recent and complete overview of Dorp’s life and writings is J. IJsewijn, ‘Maarten 
van Dorp’, in: P.G. Bietenholz and T.B. Deutscher, eds, Contemporaries of Erasmus: A Bio-
graphical Register of the Renaissance and Reformation, 3 vols, Toronto, 1985-1987, vol. 1, 
pp. 398-404. This article, together with the more substantial (but for certain details somewhat 
dated) biography by H. de Vocht in his Monumenta Humanistica Lovaniensia: Texts and Studies 
about Louvain Humanists in the First Half of the XVIth Century: Erasmus, Vives, Dorpius, 
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of Louvain on 4 December 1501, where he entered the College of the Lily. 
He finished the first part of his studies on 2 April 1504, when he obtained the 
fifth place in the university-wide examination of arts students and received the 
title of magister artium. Soon, he was appointed to a lectureship in philosophy 
and Latin at the Lily, whilst at the same time pursuing a degree in theology. 
This was a relatively common practice: many students accepted a teaching posi-
tion within the arts faculty (thus also earning a livelihood), while studying for 
a degree in one of the higher faculties. During this earliest part of his career, 
Dorp was particularly known as a logician and as a supporter of the humanist 
movement as far as grammatical and stylistic issues were concerned. He pro-
duced a handbook of terminist logic, entitled Introductio facilis & oppido quam 
syncera ad Aristotelis libros logice intelligendos utilissima (published in Paris 
in 1512 by Henri Estienne for Gilles de Gourmont ) and laid the foundations of 
Latin school drama in the Low Countries by making his students perform the 
comedies of Plautus as well as his own dramatical works. He also got involved 
in a number of publication projects of the Louvain printing house owned by 
Dirk Martens, acting as the editor of an influential collection of Latin fables9 
and helping to see a number of short works by Erasmus, as well as the editio 
princeps of Rudolph Agricola’s De inventione dialectica, through the press. 
From a letter addressed to Beatus Rhenanus (1485-1547), we learn that Dorp 
came to a cross-roads around 1509. The academic authorities in Louvain offered 
him ‘de lesse in poetrien’, i.e. the chair of poetry at the faculty of civil law.10 
This position would very likely have allowed him to pursue his humanist inter-
ests and studies, but Dorp nevertheless decided to decline – a decision which 
was regretted by Henry de Vocht, who reckoned that this ‘professorate might 
have developed him into a most influential leader of the New Movement, of 
which he had shown himself already an enthusiastic and succesful adept’.11 
Instead, Dorp decided to focus on a theological career, going through all the 

Clenardus, Goes, Moringus, Louvain, 1934, served as the source for most of the information 
provided in this paragraph. 

9 P. Thoen, ‘Aesopus Dorpii: essai sur l’Ésope latin des temps modernes’, Humanistica 
Lovaniensia, vol. 19, 1970, pp. 241-320; P. Thoen, ‘Les grands recueils ésopiques latins des XVe 
et XVIe siècle et leur importance pour les littératures des temps modernes’, in: J. IJsewijn and 
E. Kessler, eds, Acta Conventus Neo-Latini Lovaniensis, Louvain and Munich, 1973, pp. 659-679; 
E. González González, ‘Martinus Dorpius and Hadrianus Barlandus, editors of Aesop (1509-
1513)’, Humanistica Lovaniensia, vol. 47, 1998, pp. 28-41. 

10 De Vocht, Monumenta Humanistica Lovaniensia (as in n. 8), p. 188: ‘[Literas bonas] 
Louanii multos annos docui, atque ita docui, ut publica professio mihi ne cogitanti quidem tale 
quicquam, fuerit annos abhinc decem ultro a magistratibus Lovaniensibus oblata, neque sine iusto 
stipendio, certe aliquanto maiori quam unquam antea quisquam perceperit’. 

11 De Vocht, Monumenta Humanistica Lovaniensia, p. 188. 
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146 D. VERBEKE

usual stages.12 On 27 June 1510, he became baccalaureus biblicus, followed 
briefly afterwards by his promotion to baccalaureus sententiarius and, before 
9 August 1511, to baccalaureus formatus. During the same period, he delivered 
an oration about the Assumption of the Virgin Mary on 15 August 1510 (which 
was one of his required tasks as baccalaureus biblicus) and received his first 
benefice, namely the parish of Overschie in Holland. Between October 1513 
and February 1514, Dorp received the licentiate in theology, followed by his 
ordination to the priesthood in the spring of 1515 and his doctorate in August 
1515. Immediately after his promotion to doctor in theology, he was accepted 
as a member of the faculty council of theology and thus effectively became 
one of the magistri nostri of the ‘formidable and formidably argumentative 
theology faculty’ of the University of Louvain.13 He would remain in this posi-
tion until his untimely demise in 1525.

Dorp’s intellectual prowess was undisputed – Martin Luther (1483-1546) 
even called him ‘the most learned man in Louvain’14, and Adrian Barlandus 
(1486-1538) indicated at the time of Dorp’s death that ‘the University of 
Louvain has lost more in this one man than it can possibly express or even 
estimate’15 – but his contemporaries were confused about his position in the 
scholastic-humanist controversy. A decisive period in this context were the 
years 1514-15, during which Dorp was involved in a polemic with Erasmus 
and More concerning the primacy of the scholastic method, which would deter-
mine his reputation for the rest of his life (and after).16 Intellectual peers such 
as Huldrych Zwingli (1481-1531), Veit Amerbach (1503-1557), and Erasmus 
were uncertain about his allegiance to either the scholastic or the humanist 

12 Dorp himself indicated in a letter to Gerard Geldenhouwer, dated 24 January 1512, that he 
made this decision primarily for practical reasons: ‘Fui fateor avidus mundioris literaturae cultor. 
Verum simulatque persuasum habui, nusquam ullum esse mecenatem: relictis Musarum sacris, 
ad theologiam me contuli.’ Quoted from ibid., p. 135. 

13 This characterization is taken from a review by Jan Machielsen of Hiro Hirai’s Cornelius 
Gemma: Cosmology, Medicine and Natural Philosophy in Renaissance Louvain, published in 
Sixteenth Century Journal, vol. 41, 2010, pp. 933-934 (934). 

14 ‘[Dorpius est] omnium Lovaniensium doctissimus’, in a letter of 26 March 1520, quoted in 
H. De Jongh, L’ancienne faculté de théologie de Louvain au premier siècle de son existence 
(1432-1540): ses débuts, son organisation, son enseignement, sa lutte contre Erasme et Luther, 
Utrecht, 1980 (reprint of the 1911 edition), p. 163. 

15 Barlandus, Rerum Gestarum a Brabantiae Ducibus Historia (1526): ‘Neminem sciens laesit 
unquam. Nulli hominum invidit. Nihil quod non sanctum & honestum esset appetivit… Plus in 
uno hoc viro amisit schola Lovaniensis, quam aut dici, aut aestimari potest’. Quoted in de Vocht, 
Monumenta Humanistica Lovaniensia, p. 253; see also ibidem, p. 123. 

16 See for the polemic between Dorp, Erasmus and More also Wim François’s essay in this 
issue. 
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camp and lamented Dorp’s instability, calling him ‘more versatile than a buskin,’17 
‘more inconstant than any woman’18, and ‘more changeable than a chameleon’, 
so that he sometimes loved the bonae litterae and sometimes hated them.19 
Other contemporaries painted an even worse picture of Dorp, such as the one 
found in the Dialogus bilinguium ac trilinguium (first published in Paris in 1519) 
of the German humanist Wilhelm Nesen (1492-1524).20 This amusing dialogue 
between people with two tongues (representing traditionalists who flatter with 
one tongue and backbite with the other) and people with three tongues (i.e. the 
supporters of Erasmus, who are eager to learn the three sacred languages: Latin, 
Greek and Hebrew) was a lampoon of the Louvain professors of theology hostile 

to humanist reform. The author described them as minor gods, holding a funeral 
procession with the intention of burying the muse Calliope alive. Dorp appeared 

in this procession as a character named Phenacus, after the Greek word fénaz, 

which means ‘cheat, impostor’, described by Nesen as follows:

MERCURIUS:  But do you see that one there with the leering eyes21, clinging to the 
other one?22

POMPONIUS: I see him. But what is the name of this god? 

17 Huldrych Zwingli to Joachim Vadian (d.d. 19 January 1520): ‘Aiunt enim hominem esse 
cothurno versatiliorem: ita quibusdam omnis est angusta nimis gloria, nisi summi habeantur. 
Torquet nimirum hominem splendor Erasmicus, a quo tamen posset lucis plurimum mutuari, si 
gloriam, quae a Deo est quaereret. Quod quia non facit, torquetur invidia et fame gloriae haud 
secus quam Judaei’. Quoted in De Jongh, L’ancienne faculté de théologie de Louvain (as in n. 14), 
p. 163. For the expression ‘cothurno versatilior’, see Erasmus, Adagiorum Chilias Prima, 
M. L. van Poll-van de Lisdonk, M. Mann Philips and C. Robinson, eds, Amsterdam et al., 1993, 
pp. 202-204 (I.1.94).  

18 P. S. Allen, ed., Opus Epistolarum Des. Erasmi Roterodami. Tom. III: 1517-1519, Oxford, 
1913, p. 59: ‘quauis muliere inconstantior’. 

19 Veit Amerbach to Ulrich Zasius (d.d. 31 January 1520): ‘ut ingenij praestantia omnium 
disciplinarum est doctissimus, ita parum sibi constans, nunc bonas litteras amat, nunc odit, & in 
hijs asserendis eleuandisque chameleonte mutabilior’. Quoted in de Vocht, Monumenta Humanis-
tica Lovaniensia, p. 230. 

20 Modern editions of the dialogue are available in W.K. Ferguson, Desiderii Erasmi Rotero-
dami Opera omnia. Supplementum, Hildesheim and New York, 1978 (reprint of the 1933 edition), 
pp. 191-224, and in de Vocht, History of the Foundation and the Rise of the Collegium Trilingue 
Lovaniense (as in n. 4), vol. 1, pp. 544-574. 

21 This is probably a reference not only to Dorp’s supposed devious character, but also to a 
moderate visual handicap of his, described in the (favourable) biography written by his student 
Gerard Morinck: ‘Forma fuit non omnino illiberali: facie in universum albenti, decentique rubore 
permixta, sed oculis sat grandibus acieque difficiliori, quorum alter quum impeditius altero 
prospiceret’ (quoted from the edition by de Vocht in Monumenta Humanistica Lovaniensia, 
pp. 121-348 [262]). 

22 Namely John Briart of Ath (1460-1520), another prominent theology professor in Louvain 
with an uneasy relationship with Erasmus, who was described in the previous passage. For a 
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148 D. VERBEKE

MERCURIUS:  Because a polypus is indeed, in this case, not a polypus,23 his name is 
Phenacus for he is a pestilent fellow causing hateful trouble everywhere 
for Graces and Muses alike, no matter how charming he seems. Once, 
he stole his way into the dwelling of the Muses, only to harm them even 
more as a traitor.24

This contemporary image of a hypocritical or, at best, an indecisive Dorp, 
switching allegiances several times in his life, persists in scholarship25 and recent 
literature.26 Most studies try to pin him down as either a standard-bearer of 
humanism or a spokesperson for scholastic theology. De Vocht, for instance, 
celebrates his contributions to Neo-Latin drama and even claims that ‘he did his 
best to keep [the spirit of the Renaissance] alive by his teaching, his example, 
and by the share he took in all the books pervaded with the new spirit which 
Martens printed.’27 By contrast, scholars like André Prévost and Richard Marius, 
who focus on Dorp’s polemic with Erasmus and More, think that ‘Dorp did not 
care about elegance of style or Greek grammar [but only] about the horrors of 
hell and the bliss of heaven’ and that he dismissed any philosophical or theo-
logical application of humanist methods.28 Yet another interpretation is found in 

contemporary biography of Briart by Gerard Morinck, see H. de Vocht, ‘Anecdota Humanistica 
Lovaniensia’, Sacris Erudiri, vol. 7, 1955, pp. 335-380 (335-366).  

23 Cf. Erasmus, Adagiorum Chilias Prima (as in n. 17), pp. 198-202 (I.1.93), referring to the 
supposed power of the polypus to assume the colour of any substance to which it adheres. 

24 Ferguson, ed., Erasmi Opera omnia. Supplementum (as in n. 20), pp. 214-215: ‘MERCURIUS: 
Sed videsne paetum illum, illi proxime haerentem? POMPONIUS: Video. Sed quod huic deo nomen? 
MERCURIUS: Phenaco nomen est, ex re, siquidem ad hunc polypus non est polypus, pestilens ubique 
malum et Gratiis et Musis invisissimum, quamvis blande rideat. Hic olim in contubernium Musarum 
sese insinuaverat, quo perfuga gravius eas laederet.’ 

25 E.g. K. Blockx, ‘The Faculty of Theology in conflict with Erasmus and Luther’, Louvain 
Studies, vol. 5, 1975, pp. 252-263 (253): ‘the vacillating Dorpius’ and R. Marius, Thomas More. 
A Biography, Cambridge, MA, 1999 (reprint of the 1984 edition), p. 242: ‘Dorp was indeed wob-
bling in a way that makes the man seem, in retrospect, almost unstable’. O. Hendriks, Erasmus en 
Leuven, Bruges and Brussels, 1946 even devotes a whole chapter to the ‘wispelturigheid’ (incon-
stancy) of Dorp. 

26 Dorp is painted in an unfavourable light in Joris Tulkens’ novel about the Louvain years of 
Erasmus entitled De schaduw van Erasmus, Antwerp and Amsterdam, 2006. 

27 H. de Vocht, Literae virorum eruditorum ad Franciscum Craneveldium 1522-1528. A Col-
lection of Original Letters Edited from the Manuscripts and Illustrated with Notes and Commen-
taries, Louvain, 1928, p. 61. It is interesting to note that de Vocht offers a more nuanced portrait 
of Dorp in his later studies, e.g. in his Monumenta Humanistica Lovaniensia. For Dorp as a pro-
ponent of literary humanism, see also (among others) F. Nève, ‘Martin Dorpius et les études 
d’humanités dans les écoles de Louvain au commencement du xvie siècle’, Annuaire de 
l’Université Catholique de Louvain, vol. 37, 1873, pp. 391-430; De Jongh, L’ancienne faculté de 
théologie de Louvain, pp. 120-127. 

28 Marius, Thomas More (as in n. 26), p. 147 and A. Prévost, Thomas More (1477-1535) et la 
crise de la pensée européene, Paris, 1969, p. 125: ‘… les partisans de la théologie traditionelle. 
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the work of Jerry Bentley, who celebrates Dorp as ‘the first serious, promising 
proponent of humanist biblical studies’.29 Possible ways out of these contra-
dictions have been suggested by Richard Sylvester, Erika Rummel and Lisa 
Jardine. Sylvester believes that Dorp, having moved into theological studies 
after a decade of humanistic teaching, ‘became more conservative as he advanced 
in the university hierarchy’.30 Rummel presents Dorp as ‘a rather pathetic figure, 
who was a humanist at heart but driven into the opposite camp by practical 
considerations,’31 whereas Jardine assumes that the whole exchange between 
Dorp, Erasmus and More should be read as a sort of performance in order to get 
their shared humanist message across.32 My own suggestion would be that there 
is indeed an evolution discernible in Dorp’s thought, but in the opposite direc-
tion from the one suggested by Sylvester. At first, Dorp supported a humanistic 
reform in the fields of Latin grammar and style, but only insofar as it did not 
touch the foundations of the old, scholastic learning (hence his initial defence of 
traditional theology against Erasmus33); later in life, however, he came to accept, 
and even actively support, bibilical humanism after having been convinced by 
his own study and the arguments put forward by Erasmus and More.34 In any 

Dorp de Louvain était leur coryphée’ and p. 131: ‘Pour Van Dorp et ses collègues de Louvain, en 
effet, les humanistes ne sont que des grammairiens et des poètes, de petits “rhétoriqueurs” qui 
n’ont rien à voir avec les philosophes et les théologiens. Entre un grammairien et un théologien, 
il y a une différence de classe; il y a un monde!’. See also 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, who gives an equally distorted interpretation, seemingly ignoring 
all the evidence put forward by de Vocht and IJsewijn. 

29 J.H. Bentley, ‘New Testament scholarship at Louvain in the early sixteenth century’, Stud-
ies in Medieval and Renaissance History, N.S., vol. 2, 1979, pp. 53-79 (54). See also W. François, 
Bijbelvertalingen in de Lage Landen (1477-1553). Een kerkhistorische en theologische benader-
ing, PhD thesis, KU Leuven, 2004, pp. 382-394. 

30 R.S. Sylvester, ‘Thomas More: Humanist in action’, Medieval and Renaissance Studies, 
vol. 1, 1966, pp. 125-137; reprinted in R.S. Sylvester and G.P. Marc’Hadour, eds, Essential Arti-
cles for the Study of Thomas More, Hamden, 1977, pp. 462-469 (464). 

31 E. Rummel, Erasmus and his Catholic Critics, 2 vols, Nieuwkoop, 1989, vol. 1, p. 13. 
32 L. Jardine, Erasmus, Man of Letters. The Construction of Charisma in Print, Princeton, NJ, 

1993, pp. 111-122. See also B. Cummings, The Literary Culture of the Reformation. Grammar 
and Grace, Oxford, 2007 (reprint of the 2002 edition), pp. 107-109. 

33 This is in agreement with Daniel Kinney’s suggestion that most critics do not sufficiently 
acknowledge that ‘Dorp might have sincere reservations about the importance to grammar and 
rhetoric in Erasmus’ new model for theology or that the best way to ensure the acceptance of 
Erasmian theology might well be to concede that traditional methods should still have a significant 
place in a reformed theological curriculum’ (The Complete Works of St. Thomas More. Volume 
15 [as in n. 6], p. xxvii). 

34 At least, this is what Dorp himself indicates, for instance in his Oratio Paulina: ‘tum sic 
sentiebam, nunc nihil minus. nam qui potui aliter quam didiceram? verum simul atque veteres 
theologos accuratius denuo percurri et ea item legi, quae doctissimi quique huius tempestatis 
scripserunt, praecipue longe eruditissimus vir Thomas Morus, perpetuum suae Brittaniae decus, in 
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150 D. VERBEKE

case, the fluctuations in Dorp’s convictions offer a telling example of the iden-
tity crisis suffered by intellectuals who had undergone a traditional education 
and had obtained an academic position in a scholastic institution, but also sym-
pathized with the humanists’ demand for reform. So, although Dorp’s intellec-
tual development may be marked by the clash between the old and new learning, 
it nevertheless resulted in an effort to found a new tradition incorporating the 
best of both worlds.

Academic oratory and the scholastic curriculum at Louvain

Dorp’s Oratio in laudem Aristotelis forms part of a larger tradition of Latin 
oratory at the University of Louvain. Shortly after the university’s foundation 
in 1425, the academic authorities established a chair of eloquence within the 
faculty of arts. The professor appointed to this chair received the title of rhetor 
publicus or rhetor academicus and was expected to teach classes in rhetoric to 
the students of all faculties (i.e. the faculties of arts, medicine, canon law, civil 
law and – from 1432 onwards – divinity).35 Oratorical training typically took the 
form of declamatory exercises, as exemplified in three surviving pieces per-
formed by law students in the early 1480s.36 The declamatory form was also 
favoured by humanists as a literary genre, since it allowed the author – accord-
ing to Juan Luis Vives in the preface to his Declamationes Sullanae (1520) – to 
sharpen his thoughts and to communicate them effectively.37 Moreover, the aca-
demic calendar called for numerous speeches, such as the one traditionally 

epistola quadam ad me sua, continuo mutavi sententiam, neque dubitem quin mutaturus sit 
quisquis non omnino bonarum litterarum rudis proprie hanc rem vestigarit’ (quoted from Dorpii 
Orationes IV cum Apologia et litteris adnexis (as in n. 2), p. 83). For Dorp’s support of biblical 
humanism later in life, see now especially Wim François’ article below, pp. 163-193. 

35 L. Van der Essen, Une institution d’enseignement supérieur sous l’ancien régime: 
L’Université de Louvain (1425-1797), Brussels and Paris, 1921, p. 19; de Vocht, History of 
the Foundation and the Rise of the Collegium Trilingue Lovaniense, vol. 1, pp. 110-129; 
L.A. Schuster, Henry VIII. A Neo-Latin Drama by Nicolaus Vernulaeus. Translated and edited 
with a history of the Louvain academic theater, Austin, TX, 1964, p. 4. 

36 Cf. J. IJsewijn, ‘The “Declamatio Lovaniensis de tutelae severitate”: Students against aca-
demic authority at Louvain in 1481’, Lias, vol. 3, 1976, pp. 5-31. 

37 Juan Luis Vives, Declamationes Sullanae. Part one: Introductory material, Declamations 
I and II, E. V. George, ed. and tr., Leiden, 1989, p. 14: ‘Excitatur enim ingenium illa diligentia, 
acuitur docta et prudenti concertatione, instruitur magnis rationibus ad actiones omnes vitae, tum 
sententiis et exemplis gravissimis ad usum rerum; expeditur lingua, ut quae mente sis et cogita-
tione consecutus facile possis aliis explicare’. See also E. V. George, ‘Rhetoric in Vives’, in: 
A. Mestre, ed., Ioannis Lodovici Vivis Valentini Opera Omnia I: Volumen Introductorio, Valen-
cia, 1992, pp. 113-177 (136-137). For a detailed study of the use of the declamatory form by 
humanists, see M.G.M. van der Poel, De declamatio bij de humanisten. Bijdrage tot de studie van 
de functies van de Rhetorica in de Renaissance, Nieuwkoop, 1987. 
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delivered at the beginning of the academic year, when the professors gathered 
to celebrate mass and listen to an oration in praise of the various disciplines and 
the university itself.38 The oldest preserved example from Louvain is an anony-
mous Collatio de laudibus facultatum, tentatively dated in 1435; and it seems 
likely that another speech of Dorp, entitled Oratio de laudibus sigillatim cui-
usque disciplinarum ac amenissimi Lovanii academiaeque Lovaniensis (1513), 
is a typical specimen of early sixteenth-century practice.39 New courses were 
similarly opened with an inaugural lecture, called prolusio or praelectio40, and 
Latin speeches would mark occasions such as the relief of the city after a gruel-
ling siege,41 the demise of a colleague,42 or a doctoral defence.43 It goes without 
saying that all these forms of academic oratory are important sources for the 
history of the University of Louvain and for the study of late medieval and 
Renaissance thought in the Low Countries. Obviously, we have to be careful to 
accept the content of these rhetorical sources at face value: Katherine Elliot van 
Liere has rightly observed that the more stylized genres of academic oratory 
(such as the laudes disciplinae) are ‘poor indicators of an author’s personal 
convictions’.44 However, this does not mean that we can automatically assume 
that a certain speaker did not endorse the ideas expressed in rhetorical form, 

38 P.F.X. de Ram, ed., Codex veterum statutorum Academiae Lovaniensis, Brussels, 1861, 
p. 10: ‘In congregatione, quae prima octobris fiet, primo iuxta ordinem Facultatum habeatur ora-
tio latina in laudem omnium Artium et Facultatum, ad quam orationem praeparandam Facultas, 
cui illa incumbit, uno mense ante praemoneatur per notarium Universitatis.’ 

39 Critical editions of these texts are available in J. IJsewijn and P. Lefèvre, ‘Collatio de 
laudibus facultatum Lovanii saeculo xv (1435?) habita, nunc primum typis edita’, in: Zetesis. 
Album amicorum door vrienden en collega’s aangeboden aan Prof. Dr. E. de Strycker, Antwerp 
and Utrecht, 1973, pp. 416-435 and Dorpii Orationes IV cum Apologia et litteris adnexis, 
pp. 27-60. 

40 An example from Louvain is discussed in S. Vanden Broecke, ‘Humanism, philosophy and 
the teaching of Euclid at a northern university: The Oration on the various uses and dignities of 
the mathematical disciplines, 1544, of Justus Velsius’, Lias, vol. 25, 1998, pp. 43-68. 

41 E.g. Petrus Nannius’ Oratio de obsidione Lovaniensi (1543) praising the heroic behaviour 
of the students during the siege by the troops of Martin van Rossem in the summer of 1542. Cf.
de Vocht, Monumenta Humanistica Lovaniensia, pp. 625-632 and A. Polet, Une gloire de 
l’humanisme belge: Petrus Nannius, 1500-1557, Louvain, 1936, pp. 57-61. 

42 E.g. Funebris oratio habita pro mortuo Conrado Goclenio (1539) by Petrus Nannius 
and the Oratio funebris de obitu D. Petri Nannii (1557) by Cornelius Valerius. See also 
C. L. Heesakkers, ‘Neo-Latin academic funeral oratory and poetry in the Low Countries’, 
Humanistica Lovaniensia, vol. 56, 2007, pp. 5-49. 

43 See for example the doctoral orations given by Adrian of Utrecht (1459-1523), edited in 
E.H.J. Reusens, Syntagma Doctrinae theologicae Adriani Sexti, Louvain, 1862. 

44 K. Elliot van Liere, ‘Humanism and Scholasticism in Sixteenth-Century Academe: Five 
Student Orations from the University of Salamanca’, Renaissance Quarterly, vol. 53, 2000, 
pp. 57-107 (62). 
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especially if they are confirmed by other writings by the same author – which 
I shall show to be the case in the example of Dorp’s speech.

The title of Dorp’s oration indicates that it is his intention to sing the praises 
of Aristotle, whose work dominated the Louvain curriculum. The statutes of the 
arts faculty, to which all teachers and students had to swear allegiance, inform 
us that the teaching of logic, physics, metaphysics, and ethics was done on the 
basis of Aristotelian texts, and even stipulate that members of the university 
should defend Aristotle’s doctrine, except for the cases in which it contradicts 
the Catholic faith.45 Dorp’s speech is an example of such a defence, as he makes 
it clear at the outset that he was directly inspired by the recent appearance of 
Lorenzo Valla’s Dialectical Disputations in print, and the subsequent discussion 
in Louvain about the primacy of Aristotelian philosophy. Valla’s book actually 
dated back to 1439, but it apparently only became a topic of debate in Louvain 
after it was published by Josse Bade in Paris in 1509.46 Both the original title 
Repastinatio dialectice et philosophie (literally: A re-ploughing of dialectic and 
philosophy) and the title of the 1509 edition Reconcinnatio totius dialecticae et 
fundamentorum universalis philosophiae (The repair of the whole of dialectic 
and the foundations of universal philosophy) showed beyond doubt what Valla’s 
intention was: this book mounted an attack on scholastic thought, criticizing its 
slavish reverence for Aristotle47 and arguing for a transformation of philosophy. 
This iconoclastic goal was not necessarily shared by fellow-humanists, who 
praised Valla’s contributions to the restoration of Latin language and style 
according to classical standards, but were often critical of his revision of Aris-
totelian dialectic and his overtly polemical approach.48 Dorp takes a similar 

45 E.H.J. Reusens, ‘Statuts primitifs de la Faculté des Arts de Louvain’, Compte rendu des 
séances de la commission royale d’histoire. Troisième Série, vol. 9, 1867, pp. 147-206 (162): 
‘Item, quod sustinebitis doctrinam Aristotelis, nisi in casibus qui sunt contra fidem’; maintained 
in revisions of the statutes in 1429 (cf. Reusens, ‘Statuts primitifs de la Faculté des Arts de 
Louvain’, p. 182) and 1567/8 (?) (cf. J. Paquet, ‘Statuts de la faculté des arts de Louvain (1567-
1568?)’, Bulletin de la commission royale d’histoire, vol. 136, 1970, pp. 179-271 (234): ‘Magis-
tri et scolares defendere teneantur doctrinam Aristotelis, nisi ubi ea fidei nostrae repugnaverit’).  

46 This edition, which followed the editio princeps produced in Milan around 1496, is 
described in P. Renouard, Bibliographie des impressions et des oeuvres de Josse Badius Ascen-
sius, imprimeur et humaniste, 1462-1535. Volume III, New York, NY, s.a. (reprint of the 1908 
edition), pp. 345-346. 

47 See, e.g., Lorenzo Valla, Dialectical Disputations, B.P. Copenhaver and L. Nauta, eds 
and trans., 2 vols, Cambridge, MA, 2012, vol. 1, p. 10: ‘ipsi [i.e. recentes theologi Aristotelicis 
praeceptis imbuti] potius digni quibus insultetur atque illudatur tum quia Magistrum Aristotelem 
tanquam deum habent.’  

48 The most famous opponent of Valla was Poggio Bracciolini (1380-1459), who wrote sev-
eral invectives directed against him. See Poggio Bracciolini, Opera omnia. Tomus Primus: Scripta 
in editione Basilensi anno MDXXXVIII collata, Turin, 1964, pp. 188-251; and the discussion of 
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stand: he expresses admiration for Valla as a grammarian, but condemns his 
philosophical stance in no uncertain terms. To defend the primacy of Aristotle 
in the Louvain curriculum, he repeats a number of traditional arguments meant 
to convince the listener of the Philosopher’s importance. For example, he makes 
the – obviously erroneous – claim that Aristotle was taught by Socrates and lists 
several anecdotes confirming Plato’s admiration for him. In addition, Dorp 
reminds his listeners that not only the Greeks but also the Romans, Jews, and 
Arabs cultivate the Aristotelian school of thought and argues that since Valla 
admires and worships Plato, Cicero, Quintilian, Pliny, and St Jerome, he should 
also follow their judgment to praise Aristotle above all other philosophers. In his 
conclusion, Dorp admits that he and his colleagues in Louvain deliberately 
enforce obedience to Aristotle’s decrees and beliefs on their students, even 
though there are many more philosophical schools, but explains this decision as 
a didactic necessity. 

Dorp’s defence of Aristotle against the attack by Valla was, as indicated 
before, the logical result of the principles entrenched in the statutes of the arts 
faculty in Louvain. It might have been further enforced by his own academic 
position at the time: having been elected a member of the university council 
only a few months earlier, he was expected to guard the existing curriculum – 
or, to put it in his own words, to secure ‘the practice which was handed down 
by his predecessors’.49 This institutional pressure does not exclude the possibil-
ity that Dorp had genuine reservations against Valla’s dialectic. He in any case 
maintains his opposition in his later works, such as the already mentioned 
Introductio facilis, in which he condemns Valla’s position concerning transcen-
dental terms, indicating that the words of the Italian deserve to be ‘plucked 
apart, one by one, by the claws of the logicians.’50 Dorp thus prefigures the 

the controversy between the two Italian humanists in the introduction to Lorenzo Valla, Antidotum 
Primum. La prima apologia contro Poggio Bracciolini, A. Wesseling, ed., Assen and Amsterdam, 
1978. Also noteworthy is the critique by Dorp’s friend Juan Luis Vives, found at the end of his 
Adversus pseudodialecticos. Cf. Juan Luis Vives, Against the Pseudodialecticians. A Humanist 
Attack on Medieval Logic, R. Guerlac, ed. and trans., Dordrecht, 1979, pp. 152-153. 

49 Dorpii Orationes IV cum Apologia et litteris adnexis, p. 24: ‘nostrum institutum a patribus 
usque ad nos transmissum’. 

50 Introductio facilis, §59 (quoted from the original printing, of which a unique copy is pre-
served in Pembroke College, Oxford): ‘Verum est tamen quod laurentius vallensis in dyalectica 
sua prolixe contendit solum vnum esse transcendens, puta res, quia manifestum est (inquit) non 
plures esse debere impares et reges sed vnum, ut apud Homerum dicit Ulisses: ‘ergo vnicum erit 
transcendens’. Sed quam stulta sit illa illatio nemo non videt nisi qui nihil videt, sed huius dicta 
contemnimus, cum ipse tam multa contra philosophorum principem Aristotelem non solum 
imperitissime, sed etiam inuide garriat, vt dignus sit cuius singula verba vnguibus logicorum dis-
cerpantur.’ Cf. D. Verbeke, ‘Maarten van Dorp (1485-1525) and the teaching of logic at the 
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official position of the Louvain arts faculty, which had a syllabus for the teach-
ing of logic, printed in 1535, embodying a similar rejection of Valla’s dialec-
tic.51 In other words, the Oratio in laudem Aristotelis is a reactionary defence of 
the scholastic curriculum, but one written according to humanistic standards, in 
elegant Latin full of rhetorical flourishes and allusions to classical literature. It 
is therefore perhaps best understood as an example of Dorp’s ambiguous posi-
tion at the time, trying to integrate some elements of humanism (particularly a 
growing attention to language, style and rhetoric) in the traditional scholastic 
programme, without accepting a reform which went too far in his opinion (and 
that of many others).

Oratio in laudem Aristotelis: Translation52

A speech in praise of Aristotle delivered in Louvain on 3 December 1510 by 
Master Maarten van Dorp

I. Most excellent fathers, as I was planning to speak again in this most renowned 
assembly of yours, I was thinking to myself how tiresome it would be to speak 
more than once about the same thing, in the same manner, at the same place. 
I therefore decided – since I and also many other learned and eloquent men 
have talked over and over again about philosophy before – to take a different 
course this time and to change the subject to the most prominent preceptor, and 
I would almost say the father, of philosophy. I, of course, mean Aristotle, the 
prince and helmsman of all present, past, and future philosophers. I will cite 
some scattered quotations and, at the same time, reply to the spiteful accusa-
tions of certain lesser luminaries. They dare (and it is a horrible crime) to make 
a wicked effort to cast him down from the pinnacle of all disciplines, which he 
held as leader and hero for so many centuries and so many generations. What 
else is this but an attack on the gods just like the one mounted by the Gigantes?53 

University of Leuven’, Humanistica Lovaniensia (forthcoming), for a discussion of this text. 
Valla’s critique of transcendental terms is analysed in Nauta, In Defense of Common Sense (as in 
n. 3), pp. 48-81. 

51 J. Papy, ‘The reception of Agricola’s De inventione dialectica in the teaching of logic at the 
Louvain faculty of arts in the early sixteenth century’, in: F. Akkerman et al., eds, Northern 
Humanism in European Context, 1469–1625. From the ‘Adwert Academy’ to Ubbo Emmius, 
Leiden, 1999, pp. 167-185 (172). 

52 This translation is based on the critical edition provided by Jozef IJsewijn in Dorpii Ora-
tiones IV cum Apologia et litteris adnexis, and I have made grateful use of his textual notes to 
identify Dorp’s sources. For information concerning the ancient philosophers mentioned in the 
text, I have for the most part relied on The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy [http://plato.
stanford.edu/]. 

53 In Greek mythology, the Gigantes are a tribe of giants who waged war on the Olympian 
gods and were subsequently defeated with the help of Hercules. 
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In what follows, we will direct the force of our speech against Lorenzo Valla, 
a man who was otherwise very learned and wise and a most excellent grammar-
ian. Still, his presumption – not to say madness – was so vast that he not only 
assaulted, insulted and attacked people of his own sort, and not only waged war 
against Porphyry, Cicero, Boethius, Lactantius, and many others, but also 
sharpened the poisoned darts of his most malicious tongue against the whole 
Peripatetic family and its parent Aristotle. 

By chance, his books about dialectics have recently appeared in print.54 In 
my opinion, the printers who have published this book have committed an 
inexcusable crime against philosophy. They have stolen food from their herd of 
cockroaches and moths and have offered books to the public which should be 
condemned to eternal darkness and burial in the depths of hell. But I hear eve-
ryone, everywhere, discussing it and saying that Aristotle is not such an excep-
tional wise man despite the reverence he enjoys among his followers, inasmuch 
as Lorenzo Valla, who was certainly a shrewd individual, has not only blamed 
him many, many times but has also very foolishly said what I’m sure, most 
reverend fathers, your ears can hardly bear. Good heavens, what is left to do? 
Should I speak or be silent? Whereto should I turn? With what words shall 
I denounce that pest of a man who has called the entire sacred Peripatetic fam-
ily lovers of nonsense and a troop of madmen? A monster of a man,55 far more 
insane than Orestes56 and, indeed, than insanity itself. He is the public torch of 
the Furies and the epitome of venom. Cicero once said ‘O tempora, o mores’, 
when Catiline was staging an impious crime.57 Why should I not exclaim: ‘Oh 
heaven, oh earth, oh truly impious man’? I ask you, should we perhaps not 
attempt to speak up for the cause of the revered prince of philosophy, when we 
have calmed down a bit, or should we perhaps not drag Lorenzo out of his val-
ley of sarcasm as if from the well of Democritus?58

54 This is a reference to the 1509 Paris edition printed by Josse Bade, entitled Dialectice 
Laurentii Valle libri tres seu eiusdem Reconcinnatio totius Dialacticae (sic) et fundamentorum 
universalis Philosophiae. For a description of this edition, see Renouard, Bibliographie des 
impressions et des oeuvres de Josse Badius Ascensius (as in n. 46), pp. 345-346. 

55 See for this expression Erasmus, Opus de conscribendis epistolis, J.-C. Margolin, ed., in: 
Erasmus, Opera Omnia, Amsterdam, 1971, vol. I-2, p. 245. 

56 The figure of Orestes, who according to Greek mythology lost his mind after killing his 
mother and her lovers, acts as a symbol of extreme madness. 

57 Cicero, In Catilinam, 1.2, as quoted in Martial, Epigrams, 9.70.1-2: ‘dixerat “o mores, 
o tempora!” Tullius olim, / sacrilegum strueret cum Catlina nefas’.  

58 Since Democritus argued that space is infinite, ‘the well of Democritus’ was used as an 
expression for something without end. 
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156 D. VERBEKE

II. I for my part have come to the conclusion, illustrious men, that it is my task 
to defend the reputation of Aristotle from capital danger, although he himself in 
his divinity is far removed from intellectual hazards and therefore not vulnerable 
to injustice or the blows of those who snarl. I do not think that you, being cau-
tious, should fear ‘to apply a test which distinguishes what rings true’59 from 
what should be avoided like a snake. Nevertheless, we need to prevent, by stren-
uous effort, young, inexperienced men from falling under the spell of Lorenzo’s 
authority, whatever it may be, so that he, as the greatest of wordsmiths, does not 
coax them into error. Perhaps someone will admire the words which, in the same 
manner as Thersites,60 are violently discharged from his lips alone; but no one 
will fail to despise his intention since he fondles philosophy with sordid hands. 
And so, let us please consider by repeating in a little more detail the effort, zeal, 
hard work, all the nightly vigils, nocturnal study, and dexterity by which Aris-
totle has claimed for himself the glory of being judged almost the only one who 
is worthy to be read by us. I implore you, illustrious men, to pay attention to me 
while I explain this in my speech. I, in turn, shall try to be brief and to make an 
effort to avoid suggesting anything which is unworthy or unpleasant to hear and 
which might offend your ears.

III. Firstly, there is the fact that Aristotle, at a young and tender age, was taught 
for three years by Socrates, who was, and is said to be, the father of philoso-
phy.61 Moreover, it is so well known that it would be ostentatious to mention 
that he avidly followed the lessons of Plato, that divine human being and human 
deity, for twenty continuous years. But, come now, was he merely one of many 
students under Plato’s guidance? Was he reduced to the common herd? Not at 
all! Indeed, there are many clear statements by Plato about the diligence of the 
man and the sharpness of his mind. He consulted and read and reread over and 
over again all the books, all the writings of the philosophers’ schools, all the 
piles of volumes, no matter how numerous. So that, when Plato wanted to visit 
him in connection with some task, he said to his followers: ‘Let’s go to the 
house of the reader’. On another day, when Plato, as usual, came to the Acad-
emy to lecture and Aristotle was not present, he proclaimed in a loud voice: 

59 Allusion to Persius, Satires, 5.24-25. 
60 Thersites is portrayed as the perpetual criticizer of kings in Homer’s Iliad. 
61 IJsewijn (Dorpii Orationes IV cum Apologia et litteris adnexis, p. 108) points out that 

Dorp’s source for this and the next couple of anecdotes concerning Aristotle as a pupil of Socrates 
and Plato is De vita et moribus philosophorum attributed to Walter Burley (b. 1274/5, d. in or after 
1344). See Gualterus Burlaeus, Liber de Vita et Moribus philosophorum, H. Knust, ed., Tübingen, 
1886, p. 234. 
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‘Intelligence is absent’, as if all the others in comparison with him were sur-
rounded by a cloud of dullness and that the sharpness of their minds was so 
obscured that none of them could grasp Plato’s oracles (for they were oracles). 
A couple of days later, when by accident the same thing happened, Plato said: 
‘The philosopher of truth is not present’. Furthermore, a third time, when Plato 
looked at his group of students and noticed that Aristotle was missing, he said, 
sighing: ‘My audience is deaf’, as if all the others suffered from mental deaf-
ness, like dim-witted statues62 whose ears were completely blocked. This is rare 
praise indeed, and a remarkable and eternal testimony of competence – and all 
the more so since it came from a much admired man.63

IV. Lorenzo, how do you counter these things? You admire and worship Plato, 
and rightfully so. But he valued Aristotle as a phoenix above all his other listen-
ers. Either it is so, and you are a liar; or it is not so, and you deviate from Plato. 
Besides, what does that Cicero of yours think about Aristotle? Surely he did not 
reduce him to the common herd, but rather placed him at the very front as the 
leader and commander? At any rate, he says this about Aristotle in his Orator: 
‘But who ever exceeded Aristotle in learning, in sharpness of mind, in original-
ity of thought or in discernment?’64 The same Cicero testifies that Aristotle is 
the source of a golden flow of eloquence,65 and he calls him, without hesitation, 
the prince of philosophers.66 And to Trebatius he says: 

‘I am not at all surprised that that philosopher is not known to the orator, because he 
is not well known to the philosophers themselves, apart from a very few. But they 
should not be excused, especially since they not only should be attracted by what he 
has said and discovered, but also by a certain incredible richness and sweetness of 
his expression.’67 

Similarly, your Quintilian – who, according to you, should be placed above all 
other intelligent men and whose works you (as you yourself say) have examined 
carefully and thoroughly without ever finding fault in them – strengthens this 
assessment by his own judgment. I therefore wonder by what stroke of fate or 
divine intervention his opinion has escaped your scrutiny. But listen, listen to 

62 This typical insult is also found in Erasmus, Adagiorum Chilias Quarta, R. Hoven, ed., 
Amsterdam et al., 1999, pp. 182-183 (IV.3.99). 

63 Cf. Cicero, Tusculan Disputations, 4.67 and Seneca, Epistles, 102.16. 
64 Cicero, Orator, 51.172. 
65 Cicero, Academica, 2.38. 119. 
66 Cicero, On the Ends of Good and Evil, 5.7. 
67 Cicero, Topics, 1.3. 
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158 D. VERBEKE

what that man himself, the greatest and most diligent orator, thinks about Aris-
totle, what assessment he makes of him. He says: ‘I hesitate to say whether 
Aristotle’s fame, in my opinion, depends on his learning, on the volume of his 
writings, on the elegance of his style, on his shrewd invention, or on the variety 
of his works.’68 But also Pliny, certainly the most brilliant writer about the 
nature of things, states: ‘Aristotle offers various things; he is a man whom 
I think I shall for the most part follow when I write about these matters.’69 Did 
Pliny thus not borrow from Aristotle, not to say that he went begging to him, for 
what he has to say about the nature of lions and, in general, of animals? When 
he is about to cite Aristotle’s authority, he fears to do this without praising him 
first, and he calls him – truthfully, simply and frankly – the most important man 
in the whole of science. Finally, St Jerome, the protector of our faith, full of 
knowledge and eloquence of every kind, testifies that Aristotle was undoubtedly 
a prodigy and a great miracle in the whole of nature, and that he seemed to pos-
sess almost every gift naturally available to mankind.70

V. I leave aside other men of various backgrounds, both ancient and recent ones, 
who all, each in their turn, have eagerly showered this divine man with well-
earned praise. And yet, see how now, at last, the belated and carping critic 
Lorenzo has emerged from his valley, veiled with bad reasoning.71 Like a pre-
sent-day Aristarchus,72 he babbles against the god of philosophers and – what a 
crime! – insults him. But that is commonplace: the noble lion scornfully passes 
by barking puppies. Why do we round up witnesses against one person in a case 
which is clearer than the midday sun itself? The philosophers’ schools in Athens 
were manifold and so varied that it took great effort to list all of them, either by 
their founders or by the name which they have acquired from somewhere else 
as if by inheritance. So which one was the most important? Which spread its 
authority far and wide as the principal school? Which is valued and celebrated 
by the approbation of all learned men? The Aristotelian one, of course! The 
Greeks, Romans, Jews, Arabs – in short: all who see the sun set in the West and 
rise in the East – recommend the Aristotelian school of thought, and follow, 
cultivate, and worship it. I ask you, how few are the followers of Plato lying 

68 Quintilian, The Orator’s Education, 10.1.83. 
69 Pliny the Elder, Natural History, 8.17.44. 
70 (Ps.) St Jerome, Regula Monacharum, 11. 
71 The Latin offers a double wordplay on Valla’s name: ‘Laurentius e sua valle sed mala val-

latus ratione emersit’. 
72 Reference to Aristarchus of Samothrace (c. 217-230 BC), an Alexandrian literary critic and 

Homeric scholar whose severity became proverbial. 
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hidden somewhere or other? And yet it is commonly accepted about him that 
not even Jupiter, if he were to live among humans, could employ a more digni-
fied or successful eloquence than the Platonic one. Yet, the Aristotelian sun,73 
on its appearance, has so obscured the Platonic one by its brilliance and has cast 
such a shadow over it that it is hardly touched on by students and is greeted, as 
they say, from the doorstep,74 while, in the meantime, Aristotle is praised by all, 
favoured by all, pleases all, is reread by all and loved by all. Authors celebrate 
the logic of Zeno, Parmenides, and, finally, Chrysippus, which they say would 
also be used by Jupiter;75 and we read the accounts of Democritus, Leucippus,76 
and many others about the nature of things. And behold, the Aristotelian splen-
dour, which illuminates the whole world, has chased that group of smaller stars 
from the heavens so that they seem to have said nothing at all because they have 
not said what Aristotle said. 

VI. And so, Lorenzo, the supreme philosopher is Aristotle. Who apart from you 
alone denies this? This wise man is like an Achilles or Hercules among heroes,77 
so that you bust your guts or torture and torment yourself out of spite. You, 
claiming wisdom as your own, cannot bear the shameful crime that when we say 
‘philosopher’, we mean Aristotle alone. That title, however, was by no means 
invented by us or by people from our age, but many centuries ago, by that 
famous Alexander of Aphrodisias,78 who under the emperors Anthony and 
Severus79 so successfully restored Aristotelian philosophy and the Lyceum that 
it became remarkably famous and extremely well known, to such an extent that 
no one was deemed worthy of the name ‘philosopher’ unless they belonged to 
the school of Alexander. Among the preeminent men who were part of this 

73 For the Aristotelian sun, see Valla, Dialectical Disputations (as in n. 47), vol. 1, p. 6. 
74 See for this expression Seneca, Epistles, 49.6. 
75 The logicians referred to are: Zeno of Elea (5th c. BC, famous for his paradoxes), Parme-

nides of Elea (5th c. BC, described, together with Zeno, in Plato’s dialogue Parmenides), and 
the Stoic Chrysippus of Soli (c. 280-207), who wrote over 300 books of logic. The notion that if 
the gods used any logic, it would be that of Chrysippus, is mentioned in Diogenes Laertius, Lives 
of Eminent Philosophers, 7.180. 

76 Democritus (b. around 460 BC) and his associate or teacher Leucippus (5th c. BC) are 
regarded as the founders of ancient atomist theory. 

77 For this comparison, see Valla, Dialectical Disputations, vol. 1, p. 6. 
78 Alexander of Aphrodisias is considered to be a pivotal figure in the revival of Peripatetic 

philosophy at the end of the 2nd c. CE, and is especially known for his commentaries on a wide 
range of Aristotelian texts. 

79 Reference to Septimius Severus and his son Caracalla (Marcus Aurelius Severus Antoni-
nus), who were co-emperors from 198 to 217. 
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legacy are Themistius, Ammonius, Simplicius, Philoponus, Olympiodorus80 
and many many others, all men of supreme talent and thoroughly excellent. 
I place their authority as a dam against Lorenzo. They are considered to be 
famous because of this one thing: that they were very knowledgeable about 
Aristotle’s views and principles. But, Lorenzo will say (as he has written in full 
in the preface of his attack): 

‘Aristotle did not care for the most important things which distinguish outstanding 
men: he paid no attention to political debate, to governing provinces, to leading an 
army,…, to administering justice, to writing history, or to the composition of 
poems,…, nor, finally, to learning foreign languages, as he did not even care that 
much about his own.’81 

So shall we get stuck in the mud here?82 Shall we mutter nothing against this? 
Of course not, by God! ‘Why not give up from the start?’; isn’t this what you 
are saying, Lorenzo? Certainly, we agree that he did not pay attention to all 
these things; but you viciously and wrongly deduce from this fact that he is not 
a famous man because you cannot say this in all respects of anyone who does 
not do all these things. In which school were you taught, distinguished master 
of truth, that you think that it is also the philosopher’s task to lead an army, to 
write poems, and to do the other things which you list? Of course, your beloved 
Plato did all these things! Foolish trifler! Besides, who practised these things 
more than Aristotle? Alexander the Great, who was instructed by his advice and 
writings on the mind’s greatness, by his understanding of the world, and by his 
moderation and courage, accomplished and achieved such incredible things. 
I would not want you to take my word for it, but the word of Plutarch, an obvi-
ously truthful and very judicious man. He says in his booklet about the virtue or 
the fortune of Alexander that ‘through philosophy, he instructed him in these 
matters as preparation for that campaign’, and he adds: ‘having certainly learnt 
rather more from his teacher Aristotle than from his father Philip about how to 
rule, he went to Asia’.83 So then, will the glory of Alexander’s achievements not 
extend to Aristotle?

80 Themistius (4th c. CE), Ammonius (5th-6th c. CE), Simplicius (6th c. CE), Philoponus 
(6th c. CE) and Olympiodorus (6th c. CE) are all known as commentators on Aristotle. 

81 Valla, Dialectical Disputations, vol. 1, pp. 6-8. 
82 See for this expression Erasmus, Adagiorum Chilias Prima, M.L van Poll-van de Lisdonck, 

M. Mann Phillips and Chr. Robinson, eds, in: Erasmus, Opera Omnia, Amsterdam, 1993, vol. II-1, 
pp. 472-474 (I.iv.99; nr. 399). 

83 Plutarch, Moralia, 327 E-F. 
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VII. Finally, to come to some conclusion (although many more things could 
be said): Lorenzo cannot put up with, as he says,84 the disgraceful custom that 
whoever is initiated today in the secrets of philosophy has Aristotle as the sole 
overseer of the ceremony, while philosophers always had the freedom to debate 
and pursue whatever they wanted, giving their approval to those words of 
Horace: ‘not bound to swear allegiance to the words of any master, I shall be 
a guest wherever the wind carries me.’85 But we retort with the little fable 
about the fox and the lioness who were arguing about nobility. Eventually, the 
fox said: ‘You give birth to only one offspring’, to which the lioness replied: 
‘Yes, but it’s a lion!’.86 In the same way, we approve only one philosopher, but 
it’s Aristotle. We acknowledge other schools, but adhere only to one. What 
would happen otherwise? What, I ask you, would happen among so many 
philosophical disputes and controversies, among so many diverging opinions, 
if we do not respect the same standard, if we do not pay tribute to one single 
leader? If we, floating in the midst of a sea of schools, are not able to direct 
our battered vessel to a port anywhere? This one standard, this one leader, this 
one port for us is Aristotle. It is better to be well known somewhere, than to 
be a stranger everywhere. We prefer to come securely to shore in our studies 
over being rocked from side to side in a Horatian storm (so to speak). Whom 
we follow and what we do is certain and well defined; so we perform the task 
just as Ennius prescribed, and we devote ourselves to it, delighting our mind 
and intellect.87 You, on the other hand, are travellers and visit authors every-
where, with no resting place anywhere. You come here, and then from here to 
there; and once you are there, you wish to leave again. Your mind wanders 
without certainty. You know the saying: ‘He who is everywhere, is nowhere’.88 
Trying everything is equivalent to doing nothing. You have many guests but 
little to no friends. You turn to the Stoa, to the Academy, to the Lyceum,89 but 
a breeze and a swell of sophistry carries you away from wherever you have 
arrived.

VIII. I have said this, noble young men, against that insalubrious opinion of 
those who without consideration condemn and insolently mock the practice 

84 Valla, Dialectical Disputations, vol. 1, p. 10. 
85 Horace, Epistles, 1.1.14-15.  
86 Fable 194 in the Aesopian corpus. 
87 Dorp refers to a passage from Ennius’ Iphigenia, quoted in Aulus Gellius, Attic Nights, 

19.10.12. 
88 Seneca, Epistles, 2.2. 
89 These terms refer to the Stoic, Platonic and Aristotelian schools of thought. 
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which was handed down to us by our forefathers. We have already explained 
that we are devoted to Aristotle and do not rank anyone above him or equal to 
him; that we bind our recruits, the students of philosophy, to his decrees and 
beliefs; and that we do this decisively. So you, young men, students of Aristotle, 
love, support and celebrate this man above all other men, this noble lion, this 
Achilles and god of philosophers, this man who knows everything and is a stew-
ard of the most secret matters. The whole world, far and wide, worships him and 
follows him; all the academies, all the schools, and all the pulpits resound with 
his teaching. Holy and profane men, Christians and non-Christians, theologians 
and doctors all inundate their canals from his ever-flowing spring and the over-
flowing, inexhaustible fountain of his knowledge. No mortal could ever praise 
him enough, no matter how he gushes with a stream of eloquence, no matter 
what sumptuous and rich fluency he possesses. Cherish him along with so many 
famous princes of learning, support, honour and defend him against the mali-
cious bites of the snarling dogs (for they are dogs), stand by him against the 
barking cynics! But if you cannot do this yet on account of your tender age, then 
at least (which you surely can) swallow the stinging attacks of the detractors or 
let them pass by your ears with contempt. Tear the foul-mouthed reprimands of 
Lorenzo Valla to pieces with your nails, cut their throat with a spit! May he 
receive the reward for his mordacity as he is already dead and an intimate to 
Pluto: his accomplished books about elegance, composed, as we generously 
acknowledge, with great perspicacity, would have survived until ‘the seas leave 
behind their fish bare on the shore,’90 had he not raised his insolent pen against 
our Aristotle, who can be named by no one without honour. But he would sooner 
hold a burning brand in his mouth91 than control himself. I have spoken.

demmy.verbeke@arts.kuleuven.be
KU Leuven

90 Vergil, Eclogues, 1.60. The book referred to is Valla’s Elegantiae linguae Latinae, an 
advanced handbook of Latin language and style, which was greatly admired by Erasmus and other 
humanists. 

91 This is an ironic quote from Valla: compare Dorp’s ‘sed citius ardentem flammam ore 
continuisset, quam id sibi imperasset’ with Valla’s ‘citius ardentem flammam ore continere posset 
quam non nominare’ (Valla, Dialectical Disputations, vol. 1, p. 8). 
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