A New Tool for the Study of Vergil

This paper offers a preview of a new online tool (currently under development) for the study of Vergil.

For two millenia, teachers and scholars have been writing commentaries on the work of Rome’s greatest poet, Publius Vergilius Maro (70-19BCE).  A new research project, underway since May 2011, is developing the most important of these commentaries into a useful online database, fully indexed and searchable: a powerful research tool for the study of Latin poetry. For any given verse or phrase in Vergil, a user will be able to use and compare four major commentaries (one ancient, three modern) in their entirety.  Scholars and students will gain easy access to a collection of insightful, comprehensive, influential work in the field of Latin scholarship, commentaries of which many will be translated into English for the first time, and none of which has ever existed in this searchable form.  

One of these sources, in fact, is exceptionally rare: the Vergil-commentary of Juan Luis de la Cerda (published 1608-1617, republished 1642) is held by fewer than ten research institutions worldwide.  In addition to Cerda, the database will also include the ancient commentary of Servius (late 4th century CE), and the modern commentaries of Heyne (4th edition 1830-34) and Conington/Nettleship (revised 1898).  Because of their age, all these works are necessarily out of copyright and thus freely available to the project; unhappily, all of them are insufficiently indexed and full of false references of different types (incorrect cross-references, references to superseded editions, etc). The project team has begun to identify and correct these errors in the source texts, and will generate a master index pertaining to all the discussions in all the commentaries, Latin and English.  The investigator is also translating the Latin commentaries into English.  Three graduate student workers (with experience in digital media, textual criticism, and Vergilian Latin) are assisting as 9000 pages of commentary in book form become hypertext, with each Latin word linked to its English definition as found in the database of The Perseus Project, an online, open-source Classics resource hosted by Tufts University. 

The study of Vergil’s poems has been a cornerstone of European education ever since the beginning of the Common Era. His influence on later authors is impossible to overestimate. This project, then, seeks to further the study of poetry whose high quality has earned it a vast readership. The selected commentaries, moreover, are all monuments in the history of scholarship generally, not only classical scholarship in particular. By making them available to a much wider readership than ever before, this database will facilitate a high standard of future research on an author who merits such meticulous attention.

