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The Guardian of the Text:

Humanistic Philology and Authority in Bellarmino

Osvaldo Cavallar

For Roberto Bellarmino (1542-1621), the years between 1923 and
1931 brought more radical changes in his position in the extraterrestrial
hierarchy than all the three hundred years that had elapsed since his
death in 1621: beatification was followed by canonization, and the
whole process was concluded by honoring him as a Doctor of the
Church. According to the microhistorian Pietro Redondi, one of the
consequences of this post-mortem promotion was a radical change in
his iconographical representation as well. Bellarmino was the official
theologian of the Roman church during the pontificate of Clement VIII
and Paul V, a “protagonist of the principal political and religious cases
of his time,” and twice a candidate for the papal tiara. That was the
role, states Redondi, in which he appeared in his pre-canonization
portrait. His sguardo, the expression on his face, was worthy of a great
cardinal, one who “had sailed through all the Roman Congregations”,
and of a “great politician of European stature”. But after the canoniza-
tion, this sguardo disappeared; its place was taken by an “expression
of meek spirituality and absentminded ecstasy’™ His eyes lost their
former impressive character, the power to pierce the heart of the
spectator, and they now seem “to wander along the walls of the rooms
of the Holy Office”.”

Yet the history of the written portraits does not follow the pattern
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described by Redondi. Here the different sguardi appear to be the
result of the peculiar interests of the biographers, and their basic
alteration well preceded his beatification and canonization. The
Roman Awviso (obituary announcement) of Bellarmino’s death
describes him as “a brilliant man, an outstanding theologian, a passion-
ate defender of the Catholic faith, a hammer of heretics”. Then, in
accordance with the usual criteria of humanist biography, it adds a list
of laudatory adjectives: “equally pious, prudent, humble, and generous
to the poor in the highest degree”.? Bellarmino’s first Jesuit biogra-
pher, Giacomo Fulgiatti, also in deference to Renaissance literary
standards, opened with a typically humanistic commonplace about the
honor of his hero’s family name; he carefully supported his theses by
references to the considerable body of material gathered on the occa-
sion of the preliminary inquiry for an eventual process of beatification,
including Bellarmino’s own last will.¥ The eighteenth-century biogra-
pher, Arcangelo Arcangeli, approached him solely from the point of
view of “what can be useful to the soul of the reader”. He thus put
aside most of the historical research done by his.predecessors and
changed the humanistic virtues into “spiritual gifts”. The “worth” of
this biography was noted by the first of the two ecclesiastical censors
appointed to review it. “This work,” the censor wrote, “is a field, a
garden full of flowers and fruits, where every person, ecclesiastics in
particular, . .. can learn maxims of piety and doctrine to enrich his own
soul and that of his neighbor.”* Bellarmino’s twentieth-century biogra-
pher, James Brodrick, who also wrote biographies of other prominent
Jesuits, sought to strike a balance between his hero’s scholarship and
his sanctity. Yet, as Brodrick himself put it, he “flaunted his love for

his hero” in a way that Bellarmino himself “would have found distress-
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ing”. He “hardly admitted to a single spot in his sun,” and, as style was
concerned, “he seemed to be addicted . .. to putting adjectives in front
of almost every noun.” Even in 1961, when he published an abridged and
revised version of his biography, upgrading the title of “blessed” to
“saint”, he left the image he had created in the first edition basically
unaltered.”

Meanwhile, in the atemporal field of post-Tridentine theology,
Bellarmino’s position remained immovable and unchallenged. Accord-
ing to the seventeenth-century scholar Jacques Bossuet, it was identical
with the unchanging tradition of the Roman Church itself. This identifi-
cation was still accepted in the late nineteenth-century, when Ignaz von
Dollinger recognized in the definition of the First Vatican Council
(1869-1870) of papal infallibility little more than a restatement of
Bellarmino’s views.® At the beginning of the twentieth century, how-
ever, Bellarmino, the theologian at last, became the object of historical
research. The historian of dogmas Joseph Turmel inquired into his
elaboration of a positive theology, albeit mostly to demonstrate its
longevity.” Then two others, Pontien Polman and E. A. Ryan,
examined his historical scholarship; the former considered it within the
context of the sixteenth-century theological controversies, the latter in
the context of his other writings.?

Bellarmino’s involvement in Galileo’s affair, on the other hand, has
long elicited the interest of historians of science. Pierre Duhem, at the
beginning of this century, elevated Bellarmino to the rank of forerunner
of the epistemology of modern science—an epistemology, he stated,
that was well expressed in his injunction to Galileo to treat the Coper-
nican system as a scientific hypothesis, not as a description of the real

world.® Out of deference for Duhem’s view, Brodrick, too, presented
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him as a scientist with a defensible cosmological theory,!® and Guido
Morpurgo Tagliabue has also reasserted the soundness of his epis-
temological position.!” On the other hand, those who disagree with
Duhem’s views have presented an image of Bellarmino expressing
“meek spirituality and absentminded ecstasy”. Such, for instance, was
the way Giorgio de Santillana described him in his book on Galileo: “an
old man, plagued with ill-health, harassed with work, who found escape
from it only in prayer and in sighing for the consolation of the other
world.” And in support of this image, he cited Bellarmino’s spiritual
writings, particularly his De ascensione mentis in Deum and De gemitu
columbae, sive de bono lacrimarum, stating that this was indeed what he
was interested in.'?

The major effect of beatification and canonization on Jesuit
scholars was not to force them to change Bellarmino’s image, but to
send them to their own archives. Their labor had the merit of uncover-
ing a considerable body of hitherto untapped sources. Xavier Marie Le
Bachelet published a substantial collection of documents related to
Bellarmino’s curial activity. Sebastian Tromp edited his sermons and
other theological writings as well.®® This documentation has revealed
several aspects of Bellarmino’s activity that neither iconographers nor
biographers, neither historians of science nor theologians, had ever
noticed or taken into due consideration: his work as a biblical philolo-
gist.

The first of these documents is the so-called Bellarmino Autobiogra-
phy. In 1613, at the request of Mutio Vitelleschi, an assistant to the
general superior of the Society of Jesus, Claudio Aquaviva, Bellarmino
sketched an outline of his life.!* In form, this piece appears to be more

a biography than an autobiography. It was written at the bequest of
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Francesco Sacchini (d. 1626), who was the semiofficial biographer of the
Society. Indeed, in the order of its presentation it follows the question-
naire provided by Sacchini himself. It conforms to a humanistic
biographical pattern long before worked out and tested in the biogra-
phies Sacchini had inserted in his history of the Society.!® It is written
in the third person and, to disguise the referent, the author refers to
himself as “N.”: “N. was born in the year. . .” It is replete with
anecdotes, such as the Florentine episode of the old lady who, worried
about Bellarmino’s weak physical constitution, prayed throughout one
of his sermons that he would get to the end of it safely.!® It puts also
considerable emphasis on the author’s versatile mind: “His talents were
neither subtle nor elevated, but suitable to any task so much that he
could take up any field indifferently.” Similarly, the Additiones to the
autobiography emphasize once again this versatility; but they identify
it as a gift for comprehending and explaining every sort of subject
matter: “donum et facilites ad omnia capienda et explicanda”.'”

The autobiography also presents other aspects of the author’s
commitments. It begins with a description of the elements Bellarmino
thought important for understanding his life: his family, the Society of
Jesus, and the papacy. It stresses the piety of his parents, particularly
of his mother, who was “devoted to almsgiving, prayers, contemplation,
fasting, and self-denial”. It introduces the Society of Jesus in the person
of Paschal Broet, one of the first nine companions of Ignace of Loyola,
who gave the Spiritual Exercises to Bellarmino’s mother. Finally, it
presents the author’s particular relation with the papacy. The pope it
describes is one whose intellectual accomplishments as a humanist also
reflected Bellarmino’s lifelong ideals: Marcello Cervini (d. 1555), who

was indeed his compatriot and his uncle.'®
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The second thesis the biography advances derives directly from
Bellarmino’s own versatility. The chief manifestation of this adaptabil-
ity was his capacity for mediating. Indeed, much of his efforts in the
realm of theology were directed toward the task of reconciling two
apparently contradictory roles he had chosen for himself: that of the
theologian and that of the pastor. Of these two he preferred the latter.
The model on which he patterned his sermons, at least until he created
his own style (or thought he had), was that of Cornelio Musso (1511~
1574), the renowned preacher who gave the opening sermon at the
Council of Trent and whose preaching style was “based on ideas, not
images” and was “clear and certain, not dubious”.'® And it is as a
preacher that he often portrays himself. However, he was always
careful to stress that he preached only in obedience to a command of his
superiors or with their permission. During a brief visit to the monas-
tery of Camaldoli, it was the local abbot who “ex improvviso iussit, ut
haberet N. exhortationem ad patres loci illius”; and while he was in
Mondovi he also preached “pene coactus a superioribus” 2 The image
Bellarmino wished to convey is that of a religious who followed and
implemented the Tridentine norms on preaching. Yet, thanks to the
demands of his superiors, he had the opportunity to exert himself in the
field of theology.

More important still, the autobiography puts considerable emphasis
upon Bellarmino’s humanistic formation. In his youth, he learned to
love poetry, and, after spending more than one night reading Virgil, he
learned to versify in such a fashion that nothing could be found in his
poems but one “verbum virgilianum” after the other.?® He mastered
Greek by himself, when he was assigned to teach Demosthenes at the

college of Mondovi. He barely knew the alphabet, when he began the



— 171 —

course. He therefore told the students that he wanted to start with the
basic rules of grammar and work up to the text. In this way he
“mastered day by day that which he was going to teach next to his
pupils”; and he ended the course reading Isocrates as well.?? Similarly,
years later in Louvain, when he was ordered to teach Hebrew, he
resorted to the same device. But, with increased confidence in his own
didactic capabilities, he assured the students willing to follow him that
in eight days they would be able to read and understand Hebrew with
the sole help of a dictionary. Indeed, he learned the language by
himself, for he discovered that the traditional organization of the
material usually adopted by Jewish teachers and other compilers of
Hebrew manuals did not meet the pedagogical standards of Jesuit
colleges.?®

Equally consonant with the humanistic training is Bellarmino’s
expression of dissatisfaction with the various brands of scholastic
philosophy, in which his early philosophical and theological formation
had still been bound. He deemphasized his studies of philosophy and
logic at the Collegio Romano, observing that he was sick for most of
that time.?® He pointed out that professors at the University of Padua
did little but read printed manuals, and they did not even deign to
answer the questions posed by the students.?® According to the auto-
biography, he was thus, or wished to appear as, a self-taught humanist
and theologian, but one who applied his humanistic training and learn-
ing specifically to the realm of theology.

The autobiography furthermore points out that Bellarmino’s
sojourn in Louvain marked a turning point in his career. It was there
that he was ordained priest and that he took the fourth solemn vow of

obedience to the pope, thus becoming a full member of the Society of
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Jesus. It was there that he changed definitively the subject of his
teaching from the rhetorical arts to theology.?® It was there that he
faced his first challenge as a theologian, and responding to it was by no
means easy. Shortly before his arrival, the challenge of one of the
leading members of that faculty, Michael Baius (Michel de Bay, d.
1589), had been so strong that it had been condemned by Rome. But
Baius paid no attention to the injunction of silence imposed upon him.
He started once again to discuss his theses openly and to publish a
defense of them. Upon his arrival, Bellarmino found the university
students in tumult and the professors sharply divided among
themselves.*”

Bellarmino was not immediately involved in the dispute, for he was
assigned to teach at the local Jesuit college. But he could not avoid it;
and indeed he soon became Baius’s chief adversary. He disagreed with
Baius on questions of grace, i. e, how to conceive the relationship
between natural and supernatural or, in the terminology of that period,
on whether the concept of homo in puris naturalibus should be admit-
ted. Baius considered the status of rectitudo and the indwelling of the
Holy Spirit necessary for the completeness of human nature. Bellar-
mino maintained the theoretical possibility of distinguishing between
human nature in itself, on one side, and the rectitudo and the indwelling
of the Holy Spirit, on the other. In short, while Baius stressed a
teleological conception of human being and consequently rejected the
concept of “pure natural”, Bellarmino stressed an ontological under-
standing of human being—one that required the distinction between
natural and supernatural.?® Stripped of its theological cloak, this
dispute foreshadows the recent debate on “nurture” vs. “nature”’—or, if

the theological stomach is squeamish, at least this recent debate may
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furnish a way to approach that controversy.

It might, therefore, appear as if the role of grace was once again the
primary subject of a theological controversy. Yet a diverse understand-
ing of the proper method of theological inquiry was what also divided
Bellarmino and Baius. Bellarmino agreed with Baius upon one element
of methodology: the importance of patristic argument. He also
accepted Baius’s appreciation of positive theology in contrast to scho-
lastic, for that was the counsel Ignace gave in his Exercitia and codified
in the Constitutiones.?® He disagreed with Baius’s almost exclusive
reliance on Augustine and on his manner of interpreting him. Baius
thought that Augustine could provide a support for his theology of
grace and the best weapon against the “heretics” of his time. He was
also confident that Augustine represented the position of the whole
Church, and he expressed this confidence in the motto: “ Ubi Agustinus
bt ecclesia. Malo cum Augustino errare quam cum pontifice recte
vivere.” Bellarmino, on the other hand, insisted upon including all the
Church Fathers, Greek as well as Latin. He also stood for the inclusion
of the decrees of the councils. Indeed the councils, in his mind, took
precedence over the Fathers themselves, including Augustine. If a
definition of a council seemed not to be in agreement with Augustine,
worse for him, because the Holy Spirit was surely on the side of the
councils. The decrees of the councils, moreover, had the function of
furnishing the theological language to be employed in that particular
historical situation—a language that could be non-Augustinian, because
the heresies of that time were just the opposite of those Augustine had
to fight against (¢n altero extremo et contrarie illis contra quas beatus
Augustinus agebat)®® In interpreting Augustine he paid attention to the

historical context of his writings. And with the support of the “consen-
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sus patruum”, he became convinced that his anti-Pelagian writings did
not reflect his long-term theological views nor those of the rest of the
equally authoritative Church Fathers.

Although the modern editor of Bellarmino’s refutation of Baius
stresses that this debate helps to understand the relationship between
natural and supernatural—a relationship, he asserts, that since the time
of Baius’s condemnation (1567) has not found a definitive systematiza-
tion—in reality, its importance lies more in Bellarmino’s first adoption
of the criteria established by the Council of Trent concerning the proper
method of theological inquiry.®?

An even more important consequence of the dispute with Baius was
that it brought Bellarmino into contact with the post-Erasmian theolog-
ical world of the University of Louvain.*® And those contacts, for the
first time, made him fully aware of the importance of the knowledge of
Hebrew. In fact, no sooner had he completed his refutation of Baius as
a part of a wider commentary on Aquinas’s Summa than he began to
assemble the material for one of his hardly noticed works: a Hebrew
grammar. So involved, indeed, did he become in this project that he put
aside the compilation of a systematic treatise against Baius until his
opinion was formally requested by the Roman authorities.?®

The main purpose of this grammar, Bellarmino states in his auto-
biography, stemmed from his conviction that “Hebrew is extremely
useful for understanding Scripture.”®® He meant it primarily for the
self-taught student who desired to master the elementary structure of
that language in a satisfactory manner—*“si non perfectam cognitionem,
certe initio, et rudimenta percipere posset.”®® With this didactical
purpose in mind, he divided its content in two parts: a framework of

general rules and an exercise in grammatical analysis on the thirty-



— 175 —

third psalm. He organized the content of the first section following the
structure he was most familiar with—namely, that of Latin grammar.?®
Similarly, he patterned the second section on what students were
already used doing under the guide of any teacher of grammar: an
analysis of the text word by word. Moreover, to render the exercise
more useful, he filled it with references to the grammatical section,
indicating not only the page but even the exact location (top, middle, or
bottom) on each page where he had explained the pertinent grammati-
cal rule?” Notwithstanding his emphasis on clarity and simplicity, he
did not neglect to observe the humanistic standard of accuracy, and the
text of the psalm he presented matches that of a modern edition. The
few mistakes that crept in seem due more to the printing process than
to Bellarmino himself.*® This work, first printed in 1578, was consider-
ably successful: it ran through several editions, revisions, and enlarge-
ments, and it was used through the middle of the seventeenth century.’®

To this period of studying and lecturing at Louvain belongs still
another work, described by Brodrick as “partly a kind of Hebrew
exercise-book, and partly a commentary on Genesis,” which he prob-
ably wrote for the sake of some pupils eager to do further exercises in
Hebrew. Although, according to Brodrick, this work presents a good
example of Bellarmino’s independence of judgment as well as of his
fondness for harmonizing conflicting interpretations, it was never
published. Moreover, in the same period, he seems to have conspicuous-
ly annotated, partly in Hebrew, a Latin Bible, but unfortunately this
text has perished.*®

Bellarmino’s progressive acquaintance with the contemporary theo-
logical literature challenged his commitment to biblical philology,

engendered a conflict with the interpretation of the biblical decrees of
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the Council of Trent, and compelled him to advance a new interpreta-
tion of those decrees. In short, he had to find an answer to the question
of whether or not his humanistic training was compatible with the
theological statements of the Tridentine Council.*® In his quest for
compatibility he focused his attention on three topics: the position and
the reliability of the Hebrew text; the alleged unity of authorship of the
Septuagint; and, finally, the meaning of the definition of the authentic-
ity of the Latin Vulgate. Beyond these issues and the contingent variety
of the languages, there is a single and unifying question: how can one
be sure of the authority of a text when its materiality’® is indisputably
liable to errors? Then, in the case of a translation, what assures the
reader: the ability of the translator, an extratextual authority, or the
judgement of the reader? In contrast to the preceding generations of
theologians, Bellarmino’s philological activity constitutes an engaging
case study, for he had the intellectual tools to understand the achieve-
ments of, and assess the charges pressed by, the humanists’ application
of philology to Scripture.*® Yet, philology was not alone in its quest to
redefine and challenge authority, even if it was only that of a text.
Approximately since the popes returned to Rome from Avignon, the
loose configuration of the Lands of St. Peter became a highly visible
body politic, indeed a principate, and the role of its regent also required
redefinition not only in relation to the Papal State but also in relation
to the modern States progressively asserting their own absolute
autonomy.*® And, tellingly, Bellarmino is present in this field, too, with
his theory of the pofestas indirecta of the Pope—a balance between
universal monarchy and the denial of any temporal power.*®

In focusing his attention on the Hebrew text, one of the preliminary

questions Bellarmino had to face was that of the philological reliability
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of the transmitted text. He readily admitted that the manuscripts
contained the usual kind of errors due to the negligence of the copyists.
He was more embarrassed, however, by the thesis, recently rediscover-
ed and reappropriated by several theologians, that the Hebrew text of
the Old Testament was doctored by Jewish scholars and thus made
unreliable.*® In the highest theological pronouncements of his age, the
decrees of the Council of Trent, he found nothing that could be helpful
to counter that argument. For the Council in considering the recent
developments in the field of biblical studies paid attention only to their
pastoral or canonical dimension, not to their philological implications.
The only positive indication he could derive from that debate was that
some of the fathers at the Council had indeed manifested the desire to
have an edition of the Bible that was free of errors.*” In the contempo-
rary theological debate, on the other hand, he found that the declaration
of the authenticity of the “vetus et vulgata” was one of the strongest
arguments against the need of learning and going back to the Hebrew
— an argument that took the form of an objection based on conve-
nience. Why take the trouble of mastering that language when the
Latin text was so opportunely declared to be exempt from errors? This
was precisely the fear of Gerolamo Seripando (d. 1563), the erudite
superior of the Eremitans and papal legate during the last phase of the
Council, when he opposed the plan for a too hasty edition of the
vulgata.*® Yet, what for Seripando was still only a fear, for Bellarmino
became a reality. In fact, no less prestigious a theologian than the
Spanish Dominican Melchior Cano thought he had so well demonstrated
the reliability of the wvulgata that, at least temporarily, there was no
need to check it against the Hebrew. In addition, Cano asserted that

the Jewish scholars had tampered with the Hebrew text, and, in accor-
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dance with the Tridentine criteria for theological inquiry, he buttressed
his thesis with a full array of patristic quotations, as well as philological
arguments.*® When the first prefect of the Congregation for the
Council, cardinal Gianpietro Carafa, then Paul 1V, stated that the best
way to safeguard the position of the vulgata lay in a sweeping extension
of its authority, not in a philological comparison with the originals, the
position of the Hebrew text and Hebrew studies became even more
precarious.®”

In focusing his attention on the Septuagint, Bellarmino had to
confront a text generally surrounded by neglect. Renaissance biblical
philologists considered it of secondary importance, for it was a mere
translation and thus one step below the original Hebrew, and its text
was thought to have been corrupted by the Jews, who also did not score
well as translators.®? The Tridentine Fathers, at least initially, further
weakened its position by adding their own parochial concerns: it lacked
important passages used in establishing Trinitarian and Christological
dogmas; and, since it was also the official text of the Orthodox Church,
its use would be too big of a concession to a church regarded as
schismatic.®® However, especially after the erudite scholar of patristic
studies, Guglielmo Sirleto (d. 1585), pointed out to Cervini the connec-
tion between the Apostolic Church and the Septuagint and suggested
taking it as the model for a unique and normative edition of the vulgata,
the general attitude of the Fathers changed.’® In the final formulation
of the decree on Scripture, the bishops removed any reference to it and
limited their concerns to the Latin translation alone.’® Thus, even in
this case, Bellarmino found no help for solving his problems connectec}
with its alleged unity of authorship.

To a scholar familiar with both Greek and Hebrew and endowed
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with a keen perception for subtle stylistic variations, the text of the
Septuagint had something unconvincing: the style and the phraseology
vary too widely from one book to the other to substantiate the tradi-
tional assumption regarding the unity achieved among those seventy
translators. For instance, the translator of the book of Job had a
remarkable command of Greek, but not of Hebrew—a view also endor-
sed by modern scholarship®®—, while the translator of the book of
Solomon excelled in Hebrew but not in Greek. The conclusion derived
from philological analysis was cogent: the unity allegedly achieved by
the translators crumbled, the authority of the text was endangered, and
Epiphanius’s description of his visit to the cells where the translation
had been made was also bereft of credibility—in other words, the
authority of the authorities who supported the text was also slowly
being undermined.

On the third topic he was interested in (the meaning of the definition
of the authenticity of the Vulgate) Bellarmino found a precise definition
of an elusive text:®® the “vetus et vulgata editio” should be regarded as
the authentic version for the Roman Church.®*” Yet soon after the
Council its interpreters divided into two groups of sharply contrasting
views: on one side, those who interpreted it in a dogmatic sense and
claimed that authenticity meant verbal accuracy, on the other side,
those who construed it as a disciplinary measure and maintained that
authenticity meant absence of errors in matters of faith and morals.’®
For the former group, the authenticity guarantees to the user in respect
of the quality of the text; for the latter, it guarantees to the user in
respect of the usage or the way the text has been used. When, for
instance, the Franciscan theologian Andreas de Vega (d. 1556) made one

of the first attempts to interpret that definition by pointing out the
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presence of errors in the Vulgate and the need to resort to the originals,
by viewing the authenticity as a sign or expression of deference, and by
considering the occasional character of that decision, the Portuguese
theologian Diego de Paya de Andreada agreed, although with the
caveat of Roman approbation. Still, it was Carafa (d. 1559) who
dismissed that whole interpretation as a very bold position.’® In
addition, Philip Melanchthon, John Calvin, and Martin Chemnitz
attacked the definition for what they thought was its myopic
narrowness.*” Hence, the whole debate received an additional apolo-
getic coloration.

More important, however, was that the Tridentine decrees also
implied a positive step: the production of a text (the Vulgate) “with the
fewest possible errors”—(quam emendatissime).5" Although the editori-
al work began during the first phase of the Council, it was not complet-
ed until the last decade of the century.’? In the beginning, Cervini’s
enthusiasm guided these efforts. In 1569, when Pius V formally in-
stalled the editorial commission for the Vulgate, a new phase began.
Subordinating philology to the extratextual criterion of authority, Pius
divided the labor of the commission among two groups, one composed
of cardinals and the other of scholars. The task of the latter group was
strictly philological: to point out incorrect readings and suggest the
proper modifications. These findings were then examined by the
cardinals, who had to decide which reading should enter into the new
text. This procedure, first for contrasting opinions on what should be
changed and then for the decision to edit the text of the Septuagint,
turned out to be slow and irksome. ‘

Since Sirleto, with whom Bellarmino was acquainted from the time

of his studies at the Collegio Romano, was one of the members of the
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editorial commission for the Vulgate, Bellarmino resolved that he was
the expert to be profitably consulted.®® He wavered, however, but since
some of his confreres also wanted him to submit a request on their
behalf—no less than a confutation of the writings of the biblical
scholars who dared to disparage the Vulgate—he overcame his initial
reserve. His first question was on the meaning of authenticity. It could
not be a definition of philological nature, he thought, for he had plenty
of evidence that the translators of the Vulgate sometimes nodded and
departed from the meaning of the originals. His second one centered on
the reliability of the Hebrew text of the Bible: was it truly so doctored
that no authority at all could be granted except in case of a complete
agreement between all the codices? His final question was on the unity
of the Septuagint. The only solution he could think of was to consider
its original text lost or extremely corrupted, so corrupted, in fact, that
he ascribed to it a classical quotation on original sin: “nemo mundus
a sorvde, nec infans cuius est unius diei vitae super tervam.”’®® For a
staunch defender of the Septuagint like Sirleto this was probably too
much; in any case he did not answer Bellarmino’s questions.®®
Bellarmino presented his own solution in the first volume of the
Controversiae, in a section opportunely titled De verbo Dei. First of all,
he declared that the Hebrew text had survived in an unadulterated
form.?® In compliance with the Tridentine criteria of theological
argumentation, he supported his claim by referring to a patristic thesis,
in this case, the argument “a providentia”, which was already elaborat-
ed by Justine and Augustine. Granted the importance of the Scripture,
God’s providence has surely preserved it from any substantial
falsification.®” Divine providence, however, requires human coopera-

tion, for Scripture was entrusted to the Church as its foremost treasure
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— praecipuum thesaurum. This was precisely the point where he
thought some of his contemporary fellow theologians were uncooper-
ative, lacked due care, and mishandled a precious treasure. In fact, he
did not understand how they could state that the sources did not deserve
any trust; how they could argue that it was possible to disregard the
originals; and, moreover, how they could maintain that only one
version survived uncorrupted when there were not even two Latin
codices in total agreement.’® If the thesis that the text survived
unadulterated is accepted, argued Bellarmino, the only point requiring
explanation is the role of Esdras in the post-exilic restoration of the
Law.® First, he considered the theory that held that the Scripture
perished at the time of the Babylonian captivity, but then Esdras
restored it upon dictation of the Holy Spirit; for, in antiquity, no less
authoritative scholar than Basil had proposed and supported it with
data drawn from the fourth book of Esdras. He then dismissed this
theory as an “unlikely theory” (opinio improbabilis) because, if Esdras
wrote under inspiration, he should have rewritten the whole Old
Testament in Aramaic, for that was his mother tongue and, indeed, the
language in which he wrote the book that bears his name. Bellarmino
also regarded as highly improbable the opinion that during the exile all
the copies of the Scripture perished, even those in the hands of private
citizens. But to dismiss the opinion of a Church Father, he needed a far
more powerful argument. And he found it in the decrees of the Council
of Trent: Esdras’s fourth book was not among those declared to be
canonical and so it was not the best kind of source to reconstruct
biblical history.”® Consequently, he regarded it more realistic to hold
that Esdras acted as an editor, the same as any of the sixteenth-century

editors.
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In his insistence upon adherence to the Hebrew text, Bellarmino was
willing to make exceptions. Taking a cautious attitude toward those
scholars (for example, the Dominican translator and editor Sante
Pagnini)™ who overestimated the purity of the Hebrew text, he admit-
ted the presence of errors “that crept in partly because of the negli-
gence or ignorance of the librarians . . . and partly because of the
ignorance of the rabbis who added the Massoretic system of punctua-
tion.” Yet he limited the spectrum of errors imputable to the copyists
to the confusion between letters of similar shape, and those imputable
to the ignorance of Jewish scholars to the moment in which the
Massoretic system of punctuation was added to the text. On that
occasion, he granted, it was not unlikely that a reading less favorable
to Christians could have been introduced. On grounds that these
circumstances belonged more to the history of the Jewish people, he
suggested ignoring altogether the Massoretic system of punctuation, if
this was what was bothering scholars.”®

The other exception Bellarmino was willing to make was to admit
those passages that appeared to him to have the support of a liturgical
tradition or whose deletion was inadvisable for pastoral reasons. This
was, for instance, the case of the thirteenth psalm, which in the Hebrew
has eight verses less than in the Septuagint and in the majority of Latin
codices. In antiquity, Origen and Jerome on a strictly philological
ground had already solved this difficulty. According to them, these
verses were a collection from different psalms and on Paul’s authority
they crept first into the Septuagint and subsequently back into the
Vulgate. He accepted this explanation, but he feared that their removal
might disturb and scandalize the common believer, who would not be

persuaded by and easily agree with the arguments of philology. In
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addition, these verses had been there for a long period of time, and thus
they fell under the Tridentine criterion for authenticity: the long use by
the Church.”® Indeed, Bellarmino’s expression “since they had been
there for a long time” (cum longo jam tempore ibi fuerint) echoes the
Tridentine definition “longo tot seculovum usu in ipsa ecclesia”. In this
way, these verses could remain in their traditional place, even for the
reason that they were, after all, part of the Scripture. The pastoral
reasons he was to expand on later in his De editione Latina vulgata.
Here he referred to the Church’s practice both of correcting some of the
errors that crept into the text and of tolerating others. He then
reinforced this thesis, quoting Jerome, who expressed concern about not
hurting people’s feelings with his textual revision, and also reporting
the case of the ancient Roman Church, which persisted in using the
translation of the psalms based on the Septuagint even after Jerome
had made available his new one, more faithful to the original and more
elegant.”® And this was done, he argued, not out of disregard for
Jerome’s abilities as a translator, but for the purpose of avoiding a
popular upheaval.”™

The declaration of reliability also ruled out the objection of those
who regarded the text as adulterated or falsified by the malice of the
Jews. The position of these scholars, he granted, might be dictated by
praiseworthy intentions—“zelum quidem bonum” in his own words
—but he was not equally sure whether they were arguing with full
knowledge of the matter—“nescio an secundum scientiam . . . conten-
dunt.” Worst still was that these scholars seemed to ignore totally the
weighty arguments produced by Origen, Jerome, and Augustine to
demonstrate that the text could not have been falsified either before or

after Christ. They also lacked some knowledge of the respect, to the
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point of verging on superstition, the Jews had for Scripture. Tampering
with the text would hardly be the action of the same people who called
for a few days of fasting if, even by accident, they dropped their scrolls
on the floor.”® But in this case, Bellarmino thought, philology could be
a better weapon. If the Jewish scribes had tried to falsify Scripture,
they had done a rather poor job. As a matter of fact, they did not
tamper with any specific messianic prophecy; and, Hebrew text at
hand, he pointed out that in Ps 2 and in Is 53 the messianic prophecies
were much more explicit in the original than in the Latin translation.”™
To the argument that there is a contradiction between the Hebrew and
the Latin text in Gn 8:7-8, he pointed out that some codices and printed
editions supported the Latin reading. But he also attempted to accom-
modate the Hebrew reading to that of the Vulgate by simply changing
the place were the raven returned, which was, after all, not specified by
the text.™

Similarly, he ruled out the objections of those who referred to the
Church Fathers as witnesses of the textual alterations. In this case he
went back to their originals, examined the context of their quotations,
and, lo, that position turned out to be based not upon the Hebrew but
the Greek text of the Septuagint.”® To the authority of writings of the
Fathers he also appealed when he had to answer an objection drawn
from the Targum. This was the case of the so-called “tikum sophrim”,
whose textual interventions were sometimes considered as a patent
proof, and one given by the Jews themselves, of the alterations perfor-
med by their doctors. Yet he considered these interventions as a part
of the editorial activity of Esdras and other “prophets” after the exile,
not as an instance of corruption of the text.

Even when he was entrusted with the task of checking the writings
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of the Jews,®” Bellarmino acted as a “censor” guided by a humanistic
understanding of history and philology, defending the historicity of the
0Old Testament against what he thought to be an explanation overload-
ed with fabulae.® In particular he chastised those references that were
in flagrant contradiction with the “factual” meaning of biblical narra-
tive: the story that the patriarch Jacob was still alive, the story that
king David did not sin in committing adultery, and the belief that the
creation of the Law took place thousands of years before the beginning
of the world. Similarly, the fabula connected with the Septuagint itself,
that from the moment of its completion darkness covered the earth for
three days as divine punishment, had to go because neither Philo nor
Flavius Josephus mentioned it.*? For him history was a source of
moral teaching par excellence. Thus unedifying episodes, such as that
of the women brought to Samson to be inseminated, had to be ruled out,
because they polluted the sanctity of Scripture and did not inspire youth
with highly moral ideals.®® For the very same reason, the satirist
Martial was expurgated before being used to teach pupils Latin in the
Jesuit colleges.

Bellarmino’s position regarding those parts of the Old Testament
that survived only in Aramaic was exactly the same as that regarding
the Hebrew: they had the same unquestioned authority. This led him
to consider the position of the Aramaic Targum. Since it was highly
esteemed by the Jews, he regarded it as useful even for Christians.
Although he contested its interpretation of the messianic prophecies in
a collective sense and its presentation of unreliable details—such as the
tables of the decalogue made of sapphire—following the editors of the
Complutensian Polyglot, he valued it as an appropriate instrument,

particularly for an understanding of the Pentateuch.®*
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Even when he was entrusted with the task of censuring the Aramaic
translation of the Psalms, Bellarmino based his judgment on philologi-
cal considerations. True, he did not accept the idea of an independent
existence and validity of that text, but he criticized it mostly from the
point of view of its internal coherence and fidelity to the Hebrew. In
the case of Ps 54:10 and Ps 87:4-5, he pointed out their departure from
all the other texts. In Ps 50:13 he noted the presence of an obvious
post-exilic insertion, and in Ps 110:1 he remarked that the text, besides
departing from the Hebrew, also presented a reading not reconcilable
with the following verse.’®

Concerning the Syriac text of the Old Testament, Bellarmino stated
that it did not have the same authority as the Hebrew, since none of its
books was originally written in that language.’® Nevertheless, he
valued it for its antiquity and the support it lent to no less controversial
a topic than the soundness of certain Catholic practices. In its titles and
chapter headings he found valuable references to support the practice
of fasting, the veneration of the cross, prayers for the dead, and other
similar devotions that came under fire by humanists and Reformers.®”

Still in the first section of the Controversiae, Bellarmino presented
his position on the Septuagint. He apparently put aside what his erlier
perceptive philological considerations had thought him on the compos-
ite nature of this translation and reconsidered it according to the
opinions of the Church Fathers. He thus began to gather texts with a
view to number rather than to value. Following Epiphanius’s authority,
he accepted as the best date of its translation the seventeenth year of
Ptolemy Philadelphus. Against Flavius, Philo, and Jerome, but quoting
Justine, Clemens of Alexandria, Irenaeus, Epiphanius, and Eusebius, he

maintained that the original translation contained the whole Old
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Testament. In spite of the authoritative opinion of Jerome, he had no

doubts as to its miraculous origin. He asserted:

Vere miraculum fuit quod tot homines simul conferendo, tam brevi
tempore potuerint convenire in singulis sententiis transferendis.
Ubi enim est multitudo, diversitas judiciorum evitari non potest, vel

numquam conveniunt, vel non nisi post longas disceptationes.

But most probably in this he was also motivated by his negative
experience with teamwork, such as that of the editing of the Latin
Vulgate. With Augustine and against Jerome he considered it an
inspired text and kept calling those seventy bilingual Jews prophets
(prophetae), not translators (interpreters). However, Jerome’s authority
was not always against him. For his attitude, Bellarmino noted, was
more complex and subtle than the one commonly inferred from his
motto: “back to the haebraica veritas”. He did, after all, emend its
Latin translation, and he also did not blame the translation itself, only
the errors that crept in.®®

In assessing its textual reliability, Bellarmino recognized that cor-
ruption, to which even an inspired text is subjected, is a byproduct of
time. With Philo and Jerome he held that the original translation was
a very faithful one; for the learned librarians of Alexandria would not
have accepted a text that was less than a very good rendering.®® But
if, in its first three hundred years of existence, it assembled such a large
number of errors that a revision became indispensable, it was hard to
believe that more than a thousand years could have elapsed without
new errors having crept in.

Still in the same section of the Controversiae, Bellarmino presented
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his partial answer to the third question. Although the nature of the
work led him to consider the objections raised by the Protestants, he
cast his whole confutation into the frame of a historical argument. He
presented first a detailed description of the history of the Vulgate, with
identification of the contribution of its diverse translators.®® He then
examined its position from the time of Jerome and Augustine to the
council of Trent, and illustrated the reasons why it became so authori-
tative. In accordance with a commonplace of humanistic historiogra-
phy, he pointed out that the Middle Ages witnessed a general decline of
learning, with a concomitant shortage of Hebrew and Greek scholars;
under such circumstances it would be unrealistic to pretend that a
council, for example, would invite some Jewish doctors to give the right
interpretation of Scripture. Hence the use of a Latin text was the only
viable alternative. In this way, he concluded, what the council of Trent
had sanctioned was a century-long practice, but a practice that entailed
a theological presumption: the Church’s use of the Scripture could not
be wrong.%"

For Bellarmino the Tridentine definition aimed also at reassuring
believers that in matters of faith and morals the Vulgate contained no
errors. Against Chemnitz and Calvin, he refuted their allegations that
the Council had absolutized one version to the disadvantage of the
originals, and t};at it did attribute the errors of the copyist to the Holy
Spirit.*? To the translator of the Vulgate, although with hesitation, he
denied the gift of inspiration, not in the least because Jerome had
openly disclaimed it even for himself. Yet, while he subjected the
translators to errors, he thought it correct to assert that, as a matter of
fact, they did not err in the translation accepted by the Church—* tamen

dicimus non ervave in illa versione, quam ecclesia approbavit.”®
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Cognizant of the presence of errors, Bellarmino listed and exem-
plified the cases in which he thought it was correct to resort to the
originals. An evident error of the copyist required such a step. This
was the case of Ps 41:3, where the old text had “ad Deum fontem
vivum,” instead of “ad Deum fortem vivwm.” The error took place, he
observed, because of the similarity between “fortem” and “fontem.”
Moreover, since the verse began with the expression “sitivit anima
mea” the reading “fontem” was naturally invited.®® A variety of
readings and the presence of ambiguities also required consultation of
the originals. Thus the ambiguity of “pax hominibus bonae voluntatis”
(Lk 2:14) could be solved by consulting the Greek, where “bonae
voluntatis” modifies pax, not hominibus. Care for property of expres-
sion and elegant translation, too, sent him back to the original.®®

It was, however, in his De editione Latina Vulgata that Bellarmino
presented systematically the gist and the implications of the decree on
the Vulgate. The main thesis he supported here was that authenticity
is a theological concept, not a philological one. He structured his proof
in three stages: a presentation of the common position of the theolo-
gians who interpreted the decree, the conclusion he thought could
legitimately be drawn, and a list of errors contained in the Latin
translation.®®

The authenticity of the Vulgate, he emphasized, is theological and
derives only from the long use of that text by the Church. No philologi-
cal conclusion on the superiority of the Latin to the Greek and Hebrew
can therefore be inferred from that definition. At the same time, the
presence of errors can be inferred from its long use, and this point was
evident from the writings of the Church Fathers, who attested to the

practice of consulting the originals.’” Similarly, his views on the nature
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of the object of a conciliar definition led him to the same conclusion.
Since its object is disciplinary or theological, the sufficient condition for
its soundness is the absence of errors in matters of faith and morals, not
a perfect correspondence or a word-by-word fidelity of the translation
to the originals. He supported this position, adducing what he thought
to be the intrinsic limitations of philology. The too numerous and
disparate variant readings of the manuscripts made it extremely awk-
ward, if not impossible, to reconstruct a unique and definitive text. The
text itself, in its continuous perfectibility, could not be the absolute
warranty of the truth of a statement, hence he thought it was the role
of the Church to supply the certainty the text did not possess.*® An
additional dimension of this position is the theory, not peculiar to
Bellarmino alone but also held by other sixteenth-century theologians,
of the “obscurity” of the text: the text is a game that requires interpre-
tation.

In the same treatise Bellarmino defined the authenticity as the
“signum discretivum” of one text among many. The Vulgate required
such a definition because it was a translation, whereas the Hebrew and
Greek text were already authentic in themselves and prior to any
conciliar definition. Consequently, the Vulgate stood out among the
translations, not the originals. He supported this interpretation by
pointing out the absence in the Council’s decision of any reference to the
positions of the originals—a position, he said, that had already been
stressed and formulated in canon law.*® Then, to forestall further
objections, he quoted no less a reliable interpretation than that of an
insider—Cervini, who in a note to Vega, had partly anticipated his own
thesis.!?®

At the time of his letter to Sirleto, Bellarmino did not seem to have
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been concerned with the critico-textual problems of the New Testa-
ment. As developed by the humanists, these problems centered around
authorship and canonicity. In no time they become so controversial
that they were among the first topics discussed at the Council.?®” To
eradicate all doubts, the bishops listed all the books that the Roman
Church regarded as canonical and restated their traditional
attribution.!® It was perhaps this unambiguous listing of the canonical
books and the unenlightened decision in matter of authorship that led
Bellarmino to treat these critico-textual problems for the first time in
his Controversiae.

To limit the treatment here to the Epistle to the Hebrew, for it is
sufficiently representative, Bellarmino knew that Erasmus doubted its
authorship and, more importantly, he was aware of the development of
these doubts into a rejection of its traditional authorship by the general
of the Dominicans, Cardinal Tommaso de Vio (d. 1534), called
Cajetan.’®® He also knew of the argument advanced by the Centur-
iators of Magdeburg: a flagrant contradiction between the description
of Paul’s conversion in Heb 2:3-4 (taught by the apostles) and that in
Gal 1:11-19 (revelation by God). To be sure, he was convinced that
truth preceded error, orthodoxy heresy, and good evil; for this was the
pattern established from the creation of the world and described in the
early chapters of Genesis.’®® Thus, he could not understand why there
could still be room for doubts when such early witnesses as Clement of
Alexandria and Dionysius, allegedly a disciple of Paul himself, had
recognized the epistle as Pauline. He also could not understand why
some scholars still insisted on sowing doubts when the Church had
accepted the epistle as genuine, even having it read during the solemn

mass of Christmas. For him these scholars displayed bad taste for
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bringing up “a question already settled” (quaestio olim sopita).**®

It was a sense of duty that led Bellarmino to consider these argu-
ments. To solve the stylistic objections of Erasmus and Cajetan he
supposed that the epistle could have been written with the help of a
secretary or that it was first written in Hebrew and then translated into
Greek. And of these two equally probable solutions he chose the first,
for it was simpler and quicker. For solving the philological discrep-
ancies this was the greatest concession that a post-Tridentine biblical
scholar could make without ignoring the decree on the canonical books.
In advancing such a solution, Bellarmino was not alone, for Seripando
had already preceded him.'*® To rebut the argument advanced by the
Centuriators of Magdeburg, he resorted to a harmonistic interpretation
of the two accounts of Paul’s conversion. Paul in Heb 2:3-4, he
observed, was talking of “confirmatione per mirvacula”, not of “confir-
matione per doctrinam”, as was the case in Gal 1:11-19, and therefore
he could reckon himself among those who received the faith from the
Apostles.!*”

In obedience to the letter of the decree on Scripture, Bellarmino
denied one of the achievements of the humanistic biblical philology in
matter of authorship. Although he wanted to preserve the canonicity of
the epistle, he readily granted that the traditional attribution was not
established beyond doubt. Whoever its author may be, he argued, the
only important point is that it should not be stripped of its apostolic
authority. He singled out Barnabas and Clement, two of the most
probable candidates for the authorship of the epistle, as “viri apostolici”
— the nearest position to that of a neo-testamentarian writer he could
find.

Still applying a patristic criterion, Bellarmino passed over such
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debated topics as that of the original language of some parts of the
New Testament (Matthew, Mark, and the Letter to the Hebrews). By
some humanist scholars Syrian was supposed to be that language, and
its status was further enhanced by the belief that it was the language
spoken by Jesus himself.!®® Bellarmino, instead of entering into that
debate, simply pointed out that the problem had already been solved
when the Fathers accepted Greek as the language of the New Testa-
ment. Thus even an eventual discovery of the original Syrian text
would not alter that decision. Similarly, he confined to the realm of “so
they believe” the claim of the Syrian church that its translation of the
New Testament was the work of the evangelist Mark himself, for he
could find no patristic evidence to support such a claim.!*®

On the value of the Greek New Testament he was certain: the
“editio apostolica” had the highest authority. He recognized the integ-
rity of the codices, but warned that they were not “fontes purissimas”.
He illustrated his thesis by giving a few examples of the better readings
of the Latin codices: the short ending of the Lord’s prayer; Romans 12:
11 where the Latin had “Domino servientes” instead of the Greek xaip&
dovietovreg, and 1 Cor 15:47. In this last case he ventured even to
quote the opinion of his archrival, Calvin, as an example of a scholar
who supported the reading of the Latin codices.’'®

Bellarmino’s theological and philological knowledge qualified him
for a more personal form of involvement in the program of actualizing
the Tridentine biblical decrees by participating in the labors of the
commission for the edition of the Vulgate. At the beginning of the
pontificate of Gregory XIV (1590-1591), he was appointed to that
commission. His task was to clear up the mess left behind by Sixtus V

(1585-1590). Sixtus’s editorial activity, to borrow Bellarmino’s termi-
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nology, revealed more “zelum” than “scientia”, ruthlessness than
patient philological acumen. His edition of Ambrose, a kind of
rehearsal for the upcoming edition of the Vulgate, is generally regarded
as one of the worst ever made. Bellarmino himself criticized it for its
insertion of spurious works. A historian of the popes, Ludwig Pastor,
regarded it as “disastrous.” The modern editor of Ambrose, Karl
Schekel, also chastised it, for its editor worked mostly “ad arbitrium
suwm”."'V  Yet Sixtus wanted it to be the normative edition for the
whole Church.

Sixtus, frustrated by the slowness!'? of the work on the Vulgata but
flattered by the success and speedy edition of the Septuagint (published
in 1587), and confident of the divine assistance on which he believed he
could rely even in matters of textual criticism, took the editorial work
of the Vulgate in his own hands, dedicating to it the last two years of
his pontificate. Yet, as soon as the first copies were distributed, he
began to patch up the text by sending out corrections. After his death,
the reaction to his editorial labors was as violent as his intervention in
the field of textual criticism was authoritarian. It was the task of
Gregory XIV to clear up that mess by appointing a new commission.!*®

It was for this newly appointed commission that Bellarmino wrote
his short treatise De ratione servanda in Bibliis corrigendis.'® This
treatise reveals that he regarded methodology as a matter of extreme
importance; for a general agreement on methodology would solve most
of the previous editorial difficulties and also would have forestalled
future objections. To that end it sought the broadest consensus on the
methodological rules and procedures to be employed in the edition. It
was not intended to focus on the approbation of the text. Since time

was running short, this consensus could be sought right there in the



—196 —

cosmopolitan world of Rome. The syndic of the theological faculty of
Paris, who was then sojourning in Rome, could be profitably consulted,
and the same could be done with other scholars who also were residing
in Rome. Then, to shield their labors from obnoxious criticism, a
criticism that could endanger the authority of the papacy, the set of
rules should be submitted to the pope for his approbation. Finally, the
printed text with the rules could be forwarded to the theologians at the
universities so that they might form their own judgment regarding both
of them.!!®

The treatise goes on presenting the advantages of this plan. It
points out that the commission would be able to show the rationale for
editing the text in a particular manner, rather than relying on an
unaccountable subjectivity. It stresses that a truly coherent and uni-
form emendation could be produced. It indicates, moreover, that the
adoption of a clear methodology could expedite their labors by avoiding
a futile dragging out caused by the diversity of opinions among those
who wanted to keep the text unaltered, those who wanted to change all,
and those who chose a middle position.'!®

Bellarmino based his methodology on the agreement between the
four main texts of Scripture, i. e.,, Hebrew, Aramaic, Greek, and Latin.
Already from the beginning he ruled out some of the combinations; for
example, there was no question about changing the Latin if it agreed
with the Hebrew against Greek and Aramaic, because the Vulgate was
based on a translation from Hebrew. He further narrowed these
combinations by considering two main instances: when the Latin
presents a univocal reading, and when it presents variant readings. His
first question was, therefore, what should be done when the Vulgate,

without variants, departed from the Hebrew, Aramaic, and Greek. His



— 197 —

second one was what should be done when the Vulgate had the support
of the Greek but was opposed to the Hebrew and Aramaic. He then
repeated the same two questions but considering now the presence of
variants. To further simplify the work, he suggested disregarding
minor variants that would have neither altered the meaning of the text
nor made it more obscure."'”

The nature of Bellarmino’s edition of the Vulgate depends on the
answer to his methodological questions. Ryan speculated that Bellar-
mino would have answered negatively to the first two questions and
affirmatively to the rest. He recognized, however, that what Bellar-
mino was aiming at was “more than a critical edition of the
Vulgate”.''® Yet Bellarmino’s object was clear: a revision of the text
based upon the sources that could be counterchecked by any philologist.
Although Bellarmino’s De ratione servanda presents no examples of
textual emendations, his De editione Latina Vulgata has indications that
permit us to reconstruct in a plausible manner a specimen of his textual
criticism. In his observations on Gn 8:21, he exemplified the case in
which the Vulgate, with no variants, is opposed to the Hebrew and
Greek. Here the Latin has “ef ait ad eum,” whereas the Hebrew and
the Greek have “ef ait in corde suo.” Since there were no reasons to
suppose any kind of alteration in the sources, it is the reading of the
Vulgate, he concluded, that is corrupted. In his remarks on Gn 38:12, he
exemplified an instance in which the Latin is opposed to the Hebrew,
but after a long search some old manuscripts supporting the Hebrew
were found, and the erroneous reading became even more manifest. In
yvet another annotation he remarked that, although the Vulgate presents
no variant readings, “ommnes codices consentiunt in errove.” In his

respect for the Hebrew, he did not stop even when faced with Jerome’s
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rendition. In Gn 24:32, Jerome translated: “dedit aquam ad lavandos
pedes camelorum et vivorum, qui venevant cum eo” —a translation
suggesting speculations on the puzzling custom of giving water to wash
the feet of the camels. Yet Bellarmino looked up the Hebrew, and
clearly the water was for the cameleer’s feet, not for the camels.!'®
Still because of his esteem for the Hebrew text, from 1 Chr 4:22 he
deleted, without losing any of his admiration for the miracle, a potential
anti-Copernican passage—*“et qui stare fecit solem” —certainly unaware
that it could be very convenient, say, in the case of a stubborn
Galileo.'®®

The members of the commission ignored Bellarmino’s memo. They
decided instead to redo what Sixtus had undone, restore what he had
suppressed, suppress what he had added, reconsider what he had chan-
ged, and revise the punctuation. They also established that nothing
should be altered without real necessity: variations of small impor-
tance could be neglected; variations of importance, however, should be
settled by recourse to ancient manuscripts in accordance with the rules
laid down by Augustine and other Church Fathers.!?"’ The only sugges-
tion they accepted was that of not proscribing the Sixtine edition, but
as quickly as possible to revise and reedit it, still under the name of
Sixtus.

At the moment of printing the text, in compliance with Renaissance
standards of text editing, Bellarmino insisted on the insertion of what
one could call a sort of “critical apparatus”.’?® A selection of variants
taken from ancients manuscripts, he observed, would be like having a
handy library in one single volume, and readers would be more prone to
buy such an edition. He reported the authoritative opinion of Jerome,

who advised to note on the margins the cases in which the Latin
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departed from the Hebrew, and that of Augustine, who esteemed the
variants for the understanding they provided of the diverse meanings of
the text. Finally, he noted that the apparatus was convenient even for
an apologetic reason: it would furnish a second line of defense if
“heretics” attacked the text of the Vulgate. His argumentation was of
no avail: the directive encoded in the “Prefatio ad lectorem”—namely,
“ut lectiones variae ad marginem ipsius textus minime adnotentur”
—retained its full force.!?® After this futile appeal, the only thing he
had to do for this edition was to draft the preface, where he kept the
name of Sixtus as he maintained it in the dedication of his text of the
Controversiae, despite their being shelved temporarily by the Congrega-
tion of the Index.!?

It has not been hitherto noted, but the Sixtine “ne adnotentur” has
an illustrious precedent: Justinian, the promulgator of the Corpus iuris
ctvilis, who, in the opening constitution of the Digest (const. Omnem),
ordered “that no one, of those who are skilled in the law . . . may dare
to append any commentary to these laws”, save for literal translation
into Greek and the composition of explanatory notes on difficult
passages (paratitla).'*® That stern Sixtine “dictate” not only brushed
aside a patristic counsel but also disregarded the creative practice of
the Middle Ages by which countless scholars with their interlinear and
marginal glosses created that remarkable system known under the
name of “ius commune”.'*®

In his late years Bellarmino was well known for his spiritual
writings, for his daily involvement in the affairs of the Roman Curia,
and for his role in Galileo Galilei’s troubles with the Roman tribunal of
the Inquisition. He is not equally known for his attempt to edit the

Greek New Testament. True, Copernicus’s De revolutionibus, Galileo’s
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celestial discoveries, and Antonio Foscarini’s attempt to show that the
Bible was not the best manual for astronomy were none of his main
concerns. Yet he was equally removed from a “distratta estasi.” For he
was working to realize one of the still unfulfilled desiderata of the
Council of Trent: the edition of the Greek New Testament.

Quite probably Bellarmino began to think about editing the Greek
New Testament during his Capuan exile (1603), when he had the leisure
to run through the critico-textual annotations on the Vulgate that one
of his old acquaintances from Louvain, Francis Lukas of Bourges, had
just sent him. If that reading strengthened Bellarmino’s awareness of
the insufficiencies of the Vulgate, it also got Lukas to pursue with more
determination his task as a philologist. Then in 1606, when Lukas sent
another proof of his philological abilities, a set of annotations on the
variant readings of the four Gospels, Bellarmino reconsidered the idea
of a new edition and remarked that it was perhaps time to get the pope
involved: “si videro textuum ipsum certo in melio alicubi posse mutari,
id significabo summo pontifici.” But he had to set aside that idea
temporarily, for the pope had a more pressing and urgent problem,
namely Venice and its interdict, which required all the abilities of such
a consummate controversialist."*” It was in 1615, a year apparently
free from care, when the self-styled “white and black dog of St.
Dominic,” Niccolo Lorini, denounced Galileo to the Roman inquisition
and his confrere Domenico Caccini went to Rome to testify on the same
matter “pro exomeratione suae conscientiae,” that Paul V put Bellarmino
at the head of the commission entrusted with the task of editing the
Greek New Testament.'?® To choose a text upon which to collate the
variant readings was Bellarmino’s first step. He selected the Biblia

Regia (the polyglot of Antwerp). Then, during the early summer of the
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same year, for the collational work he requested papal permission to
bring out of the Vatican library six very ancient codices and borrowed
four others from the Valicelliana Library.'?® On July 25, “nonostante
qualsiasi proibizione o censura” the permission was granted. In early
1617, knowing that in one library of Augsburg there was a codex of the
Gospels “in perantiqua pergamena descripta,” he asked one of his local
confreres to collate it with the text of the Biblia Regia and to send him
the “varias lectiones.” By that time, however, he had almost completed
the collational work, for to the same confrere he notified “nos jam
progressos esse nown parum in accomodanda editione Novi testamentt
Graeci.’13®

Although completed, Bellarmino's edition was never published, for it
did not receive the final approbation of Paul V. “Et andando da sua
Santité per haveve il placet di darlo alla stampa,” reported Andreas
Eudaemon, a member of Bellarmino’s household, at the preliminary
inquiry for the beatification’s process, “per non so che difficoltd. . . non
volse st dasse alla stampa.”*®V The Jesuit historian Tromp accepted that
account, and on the reason for the sudden suspension of this project he
remarked laconically, “ignoramus et ignovabimus.” The biblical scholar
Jean M. Vosté argued plausibly that the reason for not publishing it was
the fear of repeating the bitter experience of the Sixtine Vulgate. The
popularity and the immediate pastoral utility of the Vulgate were
perhaps complementary reasons for the pope’s diminished interest in
the Greek New Testament and its ultimate suspension.

Vosté also questioned the critical quality of Bellarmino’s edition.
An edition of the New Testament, he remarked, was not something that
could be done in such a short period of time, and therefore Paul V

prudently refrained from giving his approbation to a critically impaired
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text that could have dishonored the papacy. Yet his views reflect more
the knowledge of a modern biblical scholar than Renaissance philologi-
cal standards. The amount of time Bellarmino spent on the text was
no shorter than that of any other Renaissance editor. The Compluten-
sian team prepared it in a period of two years, and Erasmus in just less
than two."®® Robert Estienne published three editions in four years
(1546, 1549, and 1550); in his first two he used the Complutensian and
Erasmian texts, in his third he added only a well-developed critical
apparatus. Moreover, Bellarmino’s choice of codices, though not broad,
was secure and informed by the humanistic refrain “according to
ancient manuscripts.” He selected, in fact, the famous Codex vaticanus
B (Cod. vat. gr. 1209), which was used to edit the text of the Septuagint;
a codex of the Gospels (Cod. vat. gr. 354), written in the year 949; and
another codex of the Gospels with a commentary that belonged to
Nicolaus of Cusa.'®® Unfortunately, the codices he borrowed from the
Vallicelliana Library cannot be so precisely identified.

The elaboration of a set of rules was a characteristic of
Bellarmino’s policy for text editing. He did it for the edition of the
Vulgate and also for that of the Greek New Testament. He was
unsuccessful in the former case, but he hoped he would be able to
implement them in the latter instance.'*® According to Ryan, these
rules reveal a grave limitation of his methodology, for “the text .. ., had
it appeared, would have been injured by a criterion entirely extrinsic to
the edition of a Greek text”: the authority of the Vulgate. Indeed, these
rules point out that one of his constant points of reference was the
Vulgate, and one of his objects was to give the broadest philological
support to the readings of the Vulgate. His fourth rule, for instance,

states that an agreement of a Greek manuscript with the readings of the
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Vulgate should be pointed out in the critical apparatus. Moreover,
some kind of reference to the Vulgate appears in four of the six rules.
To be sure, Bellarmino never concealed his satisfaction when the Greek
text supported the Vulgate. In writing to one of his confreres in
Augsburg, he reported the discovery of an agreement and commented
“quod nobis valde placuit.”"® Yet for any textual change he required
that a full explanation should be given in the apparatus. Moreover, it
is only in the third rule that he introduces a noticeable limitation in his
editorial criteria. It permits a change to be introduced in the Greek text
with little and mostly negative evidence in the codices: “quando
Vulgata non refragatur,” it states, “et major pars manoscriptorum
contraria est Regie: wmutetur Regia.” For the rest, the Latin is used to
shift the balance of weight in favor of certain readings.

A few examples of corrections of the Regia permit a better under-
standing of Bellarmino’s methodology. Most of these examples refer to
his sixth rule, which considers the case “When words have crept into
the text from another sacred author no attention should be paid to
them.” In Mt 4:10, he observed, the expression “éziow wxov” had been
introduced because of the similarity with Mt 16:23. He then noted its
lack of manuscript support, its omission by the Church Fathers and
some contemporary editors, and also its absence in the Vulgate. In the
case of Mt 6:18 he argued in a similar manner. He styled the expression

’

“ev 7d ¢avepd” an unwarranted explanatory clause and concluded
“tollatur.” In Mt 10:12 he refused the reading “Azyowvres” of the Regia,
which also had the support of the Vulgate. He then referred to the
critical mark of Louvain’s Bible, which indicated a borrowing from the
parallel pericope of Luke, and ruled out the verbal form.'*® These few

examples serve to reveal his respect for the manuscript tradition—a
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respect more evident in the practice of text editing than in the theoreti-
cal formulation of editorial principles.

More importantly, these rules manifest Bellarmino’s emphasis on
the need for an accompanying critical apparatus: “annofationes fiant,”
commands the fifth rule, “ad finem uniuscuiusque capitis.” In his mind
they served to give the rationale beyond the text as well as to illustrate
the soundness of the Vulgate. They also mark a remarkable departure
from the negative attitude toward critical apparatus that emerged
during the preparatory work for the Vulgate edition and was emphas-
ized in the plain edition of the Vulgate itself. When Niccolo Majorano
— the classical scholar, bishop, and victim of Carafa’s zeal in im-
plementing the Tridentine decree on bishops’ residence—was working
on the variants of the Codex Vaticanus B, a discussion arose on the
usefulness of publishing such a work. On that occasion, the opinion of
Francesco Torres, one of the collaborators of Sirleto, prevailed.’*” He
thought such divulgation perilous, for he feared that these notes could
be used by “heretics” to persevere in their own errors or to attack the
Church. On the other hand, Sirleto distinguished between the sole
variants and their elaboration. Accordingly, he placed Majorano’s
work under an official ban but let the classical scholar Andrea Masio
have a collation of the sole variants of the Codex.*® He was, however,
consistent in his position, and indeed so consistent that he avoided
publishing his own critical annotations on the New Testament.!*® It is
likely, therefore, that when Bellarmino insisted on the necessity of the
critical apparatus, he had in mind this negative attitude that he wanted
to overcome. In this regard, his critical apparatus, despite its limita-
tions and its apologetic nature, would have brought the whole work up

to Renaissance standards.
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In spite of the theological principle “ecclesia semper reformanda,”
those ecclesiastical personalities whose primary task is to check that
the principle operates in reality easily grow tired of reform. Contrary
to what happened in the field of the humanities, where the ideals of
classical antiquity could be imitated or even surpassed, in the theologi-
cal realm the high ideal set by the Council of Trent—the Age of the
Fathers—could be imitated, never surpassed. @ Humanist biblical
scholars, in their efforts to restore the text of the Scripture to its
pristine integrity, endeavored to bridge the gap between themselves and
the Apostolic Church. At the beginning of the seventeenth century their
philological efforts seemed to have achieved that particular end. Thus
biblical scholarship came to a standstill, not only when Paul V withheld
his approbation of Bellarmino’s Greek New Testament or when
Marcantonio Colonna’s attempt to edit the Hebrew Old Testament
ended with his request to borrow the codices of the Patavine monastery
of St. Giovanni in Verdara®*® (if not with his death), but also when the
Elzevir Press of Leyden in the preface of its edition of the New
Testament claimed “fextum ergo habes, nunc ab omnibus receptum, in
quo nihil immutatum aut covvuptum damus.” When, in 1609, the
canonist Francisco Pena, recommended to Paul V nobody else but
himself to be the censor of the perfectly Tridentine work of “questo
cristianello” (Bellarmino’s Controversiae), the age of the Tridentine
reform was certainly over.”#4V

All these instances may well exemplify the progressive withdrawal
of the post-Tridentine Church from the field of active cultural produc-
tion—here the emblematic case of Galileo should be mentioned again as
one of the best known instances of this disengagement.'*® For the field

of biblical philology the long-term consequences of this withdrawal



— 206 —

were not totally negative. The task of text editing, after a parentheti-
cal interlude such as was seen in the authoritarian edition of the
Vulgate by Sixtus, was then returned to the hands of specialized
philologists, where it had started almost a century earlier with Valla
and Erasmus.

The “malitia temporum” and a papacy that was growing more and
more into a visible body politic placed Bellarmino in the position of
being regarded as the chief ideologist of the Tridentine Reform.
Considering the challenges he had to face, from Baius to Protestant
theologians, from the controversy on grace between Jesuits and
Dominicans to the Venetian interdict, from Galileo’s affair to the
controversy on the “pofestas” of the pope, just to mention a few of the
major controversies in which he was engaged, his acceptance of most of
the achievements of Renaissance philology seems backward looking. In
this juncture, where philology shattered a long cherished view of
authoritative texts, such as Scripture and the Corpus iuris canonici, his
versatile mind attempted to reconcile the conflicting demands of
authority and philology. By advancing the theory of the “obscurity of
the text” he thought to settle the upheaval philology had started and
ended up placing a “guardian” (which hardly allowed emancipation)
beside an “underage” text. Yet, even under the unpredictable mantle of
“obscuritas” there seems to be one possibility: let scholars live with the
contingent, yet perfectible, results of philological research. Naive
medieval scholars thought and taught that “fextus” came from “fexere”
(to weave) and “auctor”, and its cognate “auctoritas”, from “augere” (to
increase).'*® It is not to be doubted that the invention and diffusion of
printing has altered our perception of the text, fixing it to benefit

diffusion and forestall manipulation. Bereft of its “augere,” the concep-
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tion of the author also has changed: authors became the fathers of the
text. The locus of authority, too, changed: from the multijurisdictional
world of the Middle Ages to the unijurisdictional world of the “absolute
state”. With this specter looming large on the horizon, it comes as no

surprise that Bellarmino put a “guardian” heside the text.
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