Virgilius Seduliorum: The Influence of Caelius Sedulius and Sedulius Scottus in adapting Virgil

for a Christian Europe

It is almost universally accepted the Virgil was and remains a major influence in Western
literature; what is less well established is how some of his techniques were borrowed and
interpreted to suit later traditions and cultures. Commentary and disputative techniques and
content help bridge the gap C(aelius )Sedulius has to close in combining the style of the pagan
Virgil and the Christian content of his Carmina Paschale which dates to the fifth century CE.
This text and its techniques go on to influence several styles of Latin and vernacular poetry into
the European Middle Ages and beyond. There is an argument to be made that the Carmina
Paschale set the standards for the later Biblical epics, including those by Dante and Milton.
While the poetic techniques that show these epics as part of a tradition are well studied, the
interpretive and argumentative strategies have received considerably less attention. The key
elements in Sedulius’ poetry are exegesis in the form of direct speech, and the synthesis of pagan
and Christian auctores, techniques both closely related to medieval disputation. These techniques
remain critical components of the epic poem in the Christian era, and Sedulius’ techniques
foreshadow the general treatment and understanding of Virgil throughout most of western
Europe for the next 1500 years.

These elements are even more visible in the lyric poetry of Sedulius Scottus 4 centuries
later, which exemplifies the influence of both the earlier C. Sedulius and Virgil. Scottus' lyric
debate between the Rose and the Lily (“De Rosae Liliique Certamine”) and his lyric
conversation with the Muse (“Sacra Camena, refer”) together with his commentaries on Priscian

and Donatus show similar interconnections between the Christian and Classical content through



disputation and exploration of auctoritas. While these techniques may not have originated with
either Sedulius, it was Caelius who initiated and preserved them in the epic form, and Scottus
who followed in his predecessor’s footsteps while adapting the techniques to more secular and
lyric forms. What these two poets did in Latin would go on to influence a new generation and
styles of epic and lyric poetry that would become popular in the medieval and later vernaculars

and reach a wider audience.

Bibliography
Irvine, Martin. The Making of Textual Culture: '‘Grammatica' and Literary Theory, 350-1100.

Cambridge University Press, 1994.

Lofstedt, Bengt. In Donati Artem Maiorem. Brepols, 1977.

Meyers, J. ed. Sedulius Scottus: Carmina. CCCM 117, 1991.

McBrine, Patrick. Biblical Epics in Late Antiquity and Anglo-Saxon England: Divina in Laude

Voluntas. 2017.

McGill, Scott, and Joseph Michael Pucci. Classics Renewed: Reception and Innovation in the

Latin Poetry of Late Antiquity. Heidelberg: Universitatsverlag Winter, 2016.

Sloan, Michael C. The Harmonious Organ of Sedulius Scottus: Introduction to His Collectaneum
in Apostolum and Translation of Its Prologue and Commentaries on Galatians and

Ephesians. 2012.

Springer, Carl P. E. The Gospel as Epic in Late Antiquity: the Paschale Carmen of Sedulius. E.J.

Brill, 1988.

---. The Paschal Song and Hymns. 2013.



Virgil. The Aeneid. Ed. G.P Gould, Transl. H. Rushton Fairclough. Loeb Classical Library. Vols.

I and 11, 1999, 2001.

Woods, Marjorie Curry. Weeping for Dido: the Classics in the Medieval Classroom, Princeton

University Press/Princeton and Oxford, 2019.



