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Franco Montanari
Aristarchus’ Conjectures (once) again*

The idea that the Alexandrian philologists from Zenodotus to Aristarchus, known 
as authors of ekdoseis of Homer, did not engage in collation of copies but merely 
offered conjectures without documentary basis, and practised only a completely 
arbitrary “Konjekturalkritik” without comparison among copies, has had a 
number of supporters, starting above all from the positions of M. van der Valk.1 
The line of interpretation espoused by the latter was also adopted (of course with 
individually differentiated stances) by H. van Thiel2 and most recently by M. L. 
West.3 However, it is an approach that leads recta via to a (quite unfair, I believe) 
underestimation of the importance and the value of the work performed by the 
Alexandrians. Arguments against it have been put forward by M. Haslam, M. 
Schmidt, G. Nagy, J.-F. Nardelli, A. Rengakos and myself.4

On the question of the “Konjekturalkritik” often and abundantly attributed 
to the Alexandrians, Antonios Rengakos observes that it is a theory based on the 
false presupposition that we have general criteria for distinguishing between con-
jectures and genuine variants when we are faced with the overall set of readings 
contained in the erudite sources (chiefly scholia), whereas there are in fact no 
such criteria. Furthermore, in the sources there is no explicit testimony referring 
to conjectural interventions, and it is impossible to demonstrate that a given 
reading is the fruit of a conjecture by the philologist to whom the textual choice is 
attributed. Rengakos has very clearly recapitulated that, on the contrary, there is 

* English translation by Rachel Barritt Costa.
1 Valk 1949 and 1963‒1964; sharp criticism of van der Valk’s ideas has been made in a number 
of papers: for ex. Rengakos 1993, 38‒48; Rengakos 2002a, 146‒148; Rengakos 2002b; Rengakos 
2012; Montana 2012; Haslam 1997, 70 n. 31: “… he does not concern himself with the transmis-
sion. In categorizing readings he operates with an opposition between ‘original, old readings’ 
and ‘only subjective conjectures’ … a schematization that is surely too simple to cope successful-
ly with the complex vicissitudes of the Homeric text”.
2 Thiel 1992 and 1997 (see also 1991, Einleit., and 1996, 20102, Einleit.) has argued that the 
readings which the tradition attributes to the Alexandrian grammarians were actually exegetic 
glosses or mere indirect references or reminiscences of parallel passages, written in a “Rand- und 
Interlinearapparat,” which Didymus, Aristonicus and others then wrongly interpreted as textual 
variants; I discuss this rather idiosyncratic vision in Montanari 1998, 4‒6; Thiel 1992 is discussed 
by Schmidt 1997, with a reply in Thiel 1997.
3 West 2001a, 2001b and 2002: discussion in Montanari 2002, 2004, 2009a, 2011, forth. 1 and 
forth. 2.
4 Haslam 1997; Schmidt 1997; Führer-Schmidt 2001, 6‒7; Nardelli 2001 (partic. pp. 52‒70, in 
direct opposition to West’s theories); Nagy 2000, 2003, 2004, 2010; Rengakos 2002a, 2002b, 2012; 
Montanari: see n. 3. On Janko’s position, see infra n. 26.
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120   Franco Montanari

actually a considerable amount of plausible evidence of the Alexandrian philolo-
gists’ knowledge of variants deriving from a comparison among copies.5

In addition to the arguments based on the papyri and on the general prac-
tice of book production,6 Rengakos has dwelt on this problem in depth, present-
ing very precise and cogent arguments concerning the testimony offered by the 
poets of early Hellenism, i.e. of the Zenodotean age, who reveal knowledge of 
different pre-existing Homeric readings: “Do Hellenistic poets offer cases which 
prove beyond doubt that they made use of different Homeric manuscripts? In 
other words, do their works display Bindefehler which point to the older Homeric 
tradition? The answer is clearly ‘yes’”.7 Indeed we may confidently maintain that 
some of the Homeric variants testified in the lines of the philologist-poets of the 
Zenodotean age derived from the consultation of manuscripts and collation of 
copies. To this should be added cases in which it can be demonstrated, by finding 
veritable conjunctive errors, that the variants chosen by the Alexandrians already 
existed in a more ancient Homeric tradition.8 Pfeiffer himself explicitly supported 
this argument, reaching the following conclusion: “These three examples from 
the fifth to the third centuries, in which Zenodotus’ text is shown to be based on 
documentary evidence, show how unjustly he was charged by ancient critics, and 
by those modern scholars who followed them, with making arbitrary changes for 
wrong internal reasons”.9

Besides this indirect evidence, direct evidence can be found and I believe 
that it is decisive. Explicit testimony is supplied by the scholia, where one finds 
several undeniable references to the fact that Aristarchus consulted a number of 
different copies and found them to contain divergent readings: in other words, 
he certainly availed himself of the direct tradition of the copies he had at hand. 
The most evident and irrefutable case is that of sch. Il. 9.222 b, where Didymus 
reports that Aristarchus accepted a reading because he found that it appeared 
in this form in some ekdoseis. Equally significant is sch. Il. 6.4 b, where Didymus 
states that Aristarchus at first accepted a certain reading, but later changed his 
mind because he had found another reading which he deemed to be preferable.10

5 Rengakos 2012.
6 Montanari 2009a, 2009b, 2011, forth. 1 and forth. 2.
7 Rengakos 2002a, 149; cf. Rengakos 1993, 2001, 2002a, 2002b, 2012; an interesting case per-
taining to Zenodotus is highlighted by Fantuzzi 2005.
8 Lately Rengakos 2012.
9 Pfeiffer 1968, 110‒114: the citation is on p. 114; the three examples adduced by Pfeiffer con-
cern Il. 1.5, Il. 1.225‒233 and Il. 16.432‒458, Il. 4.88‒89. Pfeiffer normally attributed the collation 
of copies to the great philologists who succeeded Zenodotus: cf. for example p. 173. Pfeiffer’s ar-
guments should have been awarded greater consideration. Cfr. now Montana 2012, 31‒32 e 49‒53.
10 Cf. Rengakos 2012, 244‒248, with bibliography.
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Let we first take into consideration Il. 9.222 and Didymus’ scholia ad loc.

Sch. Il. 9.222 b1 (Did.) αὐτὰρ ἐπεὶ πόσιος καὶ ἐδητύος 〈ἐξ ἔρον ἕντο〉: φαίνονται καὶ παρ᾿ 
Ἀγαμέμνονι πρὶν ἐπὶ τὴν πρεσβείαν στείλασθαι δειπνοῦντες· φησὶ γοῦν “αὐτὰρ ἐπεὶ σπεῖσάν 
τ᾿ ἔπιόν θ᾿, ὅσον ἤθελε θυμός, / ὡρμῶντ᾿ ἐκ κλισίης” (Ι 177‒8). ἄμεινον οὖν εἶχεν ἄν, φησὶν 
ὁ Ἀρίσταρχος, 〈εἰ〉 ἐγέγραπτο “ἂψ ἐπάσαντο” ἢ “αἶψ᾿ ἐπάσαντο”, ἵν᾿ ὅσον χαρίσασθαι 
τῷ Ἀχιλλεῖ γεύσασθαι μόνον καὶ μὴ εἰς κόρον ἐσθίειν καὶ πίνειν λέγωνται. ἀλλ᾿ ὅμως ὑπὸ 
περιττῆς εὐλαβείας οὐδὲν μετέθηκεν, ἐν πολλαῖς οὕτως εὑρὼν φερομένην τὴν γραφήν.

b2 (Did.) ἄμεινον, φησίν, εἶχεν, Ἀρίσταρχος, εἰ ἐγέγραπτο “ἂψ ἐπάσαντο”.

b3 (Did.) {αὐτὰρ ἐπεὶ πόσιος καὶ ἐδητύος ἐξ ἔρον ἕντο:} Ἀρίσταρχος γράφει “ἂψ ἐπάσαντο”· 
ἤδη γὰρ ἦσαν παρ᾿ Ἀγαμέμνονι κορεσθέντες· οὐ μετέθηκε δὲ τὴν γραφήν.

Agamemnon has summoned the army chiefs to his tent and has prepared a 
banquet for them (9. 90), and the sumptuous meal is eaten before the ambassa-
dors start out on their mission (9.174‒178). Then the ambassadors make their way 
to Achilles’ tent, where they again tuck in to the lavish spread put on for them, 
and Odysseus’ speech begins only “after they had eaten and drunk their fill”: 
αὐτὰρ ἐπεὶ πόσιος καὶ ἐδητύος ἐξ ἔρον ἕντο (v. 222). The line evidently raised a 
number of queries: given that, before setting out for their embassy, the ambassa-
dors had already feasted at Agamemnon’s banquet ὅσον ἤθελε θυμός (v. 177), how 
could they feel the pangs of hunger and thirst again shortly afterwards and how 
could they be expected to gorge themselves on the food and quaff the libations 
once more (in the manner of a typical Homeric scene)? Sensing this incongruity, 
Aristarchus says it would have been better if the poet had written ἂψ ἐπάσαντο 
or αἶψ᾿ ἐπάσαντο, therefore αὐτὰρ ἐπεὶ πόσιος καὶ ἐδητύος ἂψ ἐπάσαντο “after 
they had once again partaken in the drink and food” or αὐτὰρ ἐπεὶ πόσιος καὶ 
ἐδητύος αἶψ᾿ ἐπάσαντο “after they had rapidly sipped the drink and tasted the 
food”.11 Had it been worded in this manner, the line would have portrayed the 
ambassadors as honouring the grand banquet laid out for them merely so they 
could please Achilles, rather than devouring the food voraciously as if they were 
ravenous.

There follows an interesting judgment by Didymus on Aristarchus’ philology: 
“But nevertheless he ὑπὸ περιττῆς εὐλαβείας did not change anything, since in 
many ekdoseis he had found the reading handed down in this form”. How should 
one interpret ὑπὸ περιττῆς εὐλαβείας unless it be “through extraordinary pru-
dence” or possibly even “as a result of excessive cautiousness, beset by excessive 
scruples”? In short, Aristarchus was not convinced that the text he found in many 

11 The verb πατέομαι with the gen. as in Il. 19.160, 24.641 and a number of times in the Odyssey.
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122   Franco Montanari

editions was genuinely reliable and he had a conjecture (or rather, two possible 
conjectures) as to how to improve it and make it more plausible, but he was so 
cautious – perhaps even too cautious – that he made no attempt to change a 
text he regarded as incoherent by introducing what would effectively have been 
a conjecture of his own.

This piece of evidence is rightly underlined by various scholars12 and cannot 
be dismissed out of hand, as does M. L. West in a truly surprising manner13:

This does not mean that Aristarchus said ‘I find this reading in many manuscripts, and 
therefore do not venture to alter it’; it is Didymus’ way of saying that Aristarchus refrained 
from putting the reading he would have preferred into the text because he had no man-
uscript authority for it. Didymus knew that Aristarchus consulted more than one text, 
because he cited different scholars’ readings on different occasions, but it is just his own 
assumption that Aristarchus systematically checked ‘many’ copies before discussing any 
reading.

I have already highlighted, elsewhere, the methodological error that leads West 
to maintain that Aristarchus (like other Alexandrian philologists) did not collate 
copies: as compared to an ideal “systematically checking ‘many’ copies”, the 
established fact of consulting “more than one text” is rendered meaningless in 
this context, as if to say that the collation of copies is performed only when one 
makes a systematic recensio in modern terms, searching for all the known and 
available copies. When dealing with such a superficially quantitative vision, it 
is vital to be aware that we are facing a problem of principles and method, not 
of quantity of the data or quality of the results (see below). The principle which 
holds that comparisons are made among various copies and the differences are 
noted is certainly present, though not in terms of a systematic procedure, which 
was obviously unthinkable at the time, but it does signify a genuine idea of 
textual philology which had the aim of establishing the correct text.14

Furthermore, I must confess that West’s considerations on the meaning of 
this scholium strike me as completely unmotivated and I feel obliged to restrict 
myself to what the scholium actually states, namely that Aristarchus pointed out 
a difficulty in the text but, according to Didymus, he was too cautious to change 
what he found in the copies he consulted (who can say how many he examined? 
Only Aristarchus himself could tell us) if such a modification sprang purely from 

12 Nagy, Janko, Rengakos and myself: cf. Rengakos 2012, 244‒248, with bibliographical infor-
mation.
13 West 2001a, 37 n. 19.
14 I will not repeat here the arguments already spelled out in in Montanari 2011, forth. 1 and 
forth. 2 (with the previous bibliography).
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his own conjectural assumption. Personally, for reasons of caution I would not 
venture to argue that this philological mode of operating was the only one applied 
by Aristarchus with total and absolute rigor. It cannot be ruled out, indeed it is 
perhaps quite probable, that he sometimes did introduce his own conjectures 
even if they were devoid of documentary support, but it is an established fact that 
we have no general criteria for distinguishing coherently between what springs 
from a conjecture and what represents a testified variant. Yet this by no means 
implies that one of the two categories is misleading and should be excluded when 
we are faced with the overall set of readings contained in the erudite sources. 
The Alexandrian philologists’ production of an ekdosis must have involved both 
aspects: conjectural emendations as well as choice among variants detected 
through the collation of copies. And while there is no explicit testimony refer-
ring to conjectural interventions and it is impossible to demonstrate that a given 
reading is the fruit of a conjecture by the philologist to whom the textual choice is 
attributed, there is, nevertheless, a considerable amount of plausible evidence of 
the Alexandrian philologists’ knowledge of variants deriving from a comparison 
among copies.15

Again, West goes so far as to state: “Not once does he [scil. Aristarchus] 
appeal to the authority of manuscripts”.16 However, this fails to take into account 
that there are several cases clearly testifying to the fact that Aristarchus did check 
different copies and effectively made use of them. One of the most explicit and 
evident instances is found in the scholia of Aristonicus and Didymus on Il. 6. 4.

Sch. Il. 6.4a (Ariston.) μεσσηγὺς Σιμόεντος 〈ἰδὲ Ξάνθοιο ῥοάων〉: ὅτι ἐν τοῖς ἀρχαίοις 
ἐγέγραπτο “μεσσηγὺς ποταμοῖο Σκαμάνδρου καὶ Στομαλίμνης”· διὸ καὶ ἐν τοῖς ὑπομνήμασι 
φέρεται. καὶ ὕστερον δὲ περιπεσὼν ἔγραψε· μεσσηγὺς Σιμόεντος ἰδὲ Ξάνθοιο ῥοάων· τοῖς 
γὰρ τοῦ ναυστάθμου τόποις ἡ γραφὴ συμφέρει, πρὸς οὓς μάχονται.

Sch. Il. 6.4b (Did.) μεσσηγὺς Σιμόεντος 〈ἰδὲ Ξάνθοιο ῥοάων〉: πρότερον ἐγέγραπτο 
“μεσσηγὺς ποταμοῖο Σκαμάνδρου καὶ Στομαλίμνης”. ὕστερον δὲ Ἀρίσταρχος ταύτην17 εὑρὼν 
ἐνέκρινεν.18 Χαῖρις (fr. 2 Β.) δὲ γράφει “μεσσηγὺς ποταμοῖο Σκαμάνδρου καὶ Σιμόεντος”.

It is quite clear that Didymus is reporting a change of opinion on the part of Aris-
tarchus, who had been having second thoughts and subsequently (ὕστερον) 
decided to change the reading he had previously accepted (and commented on, 
as part of his hypomnemata), because in the meantime he had found another that 

15 Most recently Rengakos 2012 (on “Konjekturalkritik” p. 247); see also Montanari 2011, forth. 
1 and forth. 2 (with bibliography).
16 West 2001a, 37.
17 Erbse ad loc.: ταύτην τὴν γραφήν b (fort. rectius).
18 ἐπέκρινε T, ἐπέκρινεν b: ἐνέκρινεν Bekker (vd. Erbse ad loc.).
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124   Franco Montanari

he regarded as better. This is a perfect counterbalance to the case of Il. 9.222: there 
he refrained from changing the only reading he found in his copies (scil. in all the 
ones he had seen), whereas here he opted in favour of change because he had, in 
the meantime, come across a copy with a reading he believed was preferable.19

Two interesting cases in which Aristarchus had second thoughts and changed 
his textual choice can be found in the scholia to Iliad 18.207 and 9.464.20 Let us 
start with the observation put forward by Didymus in sch. Il. 18.207a:

Sch. Il. 18.207a (Did.): ὡς δ᾿ ὅτε καπνὸς ἰὼν 〈ἐξ ἄστεος αἰθέρ᾿ ἵκηται〉: οἱ περὶ Διονύσιον τὸν 
Θρᾷκα φασὶν Ἀρίσταρχον πρῶτον ταύτῃ χρώμενον τῇ γραφῇ μεταθέσθαι καὶ γράψαι “ὡς 
δ᾿ ὅτε πῦρ ἐπὶ πόντον ἀριπρεπὲς αἰθέρ᾿ ἵκηται”· ἐμφατικῶς τὸ ἐν πολέμῳ πῦρ ἐπιτεθὲν τῷ 
Ἀχιλλεῖ παρέβαλε τῷ ἐν πολεμουμένῃ ἁπτομένῳ.

Sch. Il. 18.207b (Did.): Ἀρίσταρχος “ὡς δ᾿ ὅτε πῦρ ἐπὶ πόντον ἀριπρεπὲς αἰθέρ᾿ ἵκηται”· καὶ 
γὰρ ἄτοπόν φησι πῦρ εἰκάζεσθαι καπνῷ.

Dionysius Thrax tells us here that Aristarchus had initially accepted the reading 
ὡς δ᾿ ὅτε καπνὸς ἰὼν ἐξ ἄστεος αἰθέρ᾿ ἵκηται, presupposed by the scholium as a 
lemma (Ἀρίσταρχον πρῶτον ταύτῃ χρώμενον τῇ γραφῇ), but later changed his 
mind (μεταθέσθαι καὶ γράψαι), adopting the reading ὡς δ᾿ ὅτε πῦρ ἐπὶ πόντον 
ἀριπρεπὲς αἰθέρ᾿ ἵκηται.

Very interesting in terms of the issues it raises is the case where Didymus 
once again cites Dionysius Thrax in sch. Il. 9.464b:

Sch. Il. 9.464b (Did.): ἀμφὶς ἐόντες: Διονύσιος ὁ Θρᾷξ ἐν τῷ Πρὸς Κράτητα διὰ τῆς 
ἱπποδρομίας φησὶ γεγραμμένου “ἀντιόωντες” μεταθεῖναι τὸν Ἀρίσταρχον ἀμφὶς ἐόντες.

According to Didymus, in the treatise Πρὸς Κράτητα Dionysius Thrax indicated 
that Aristarchus had changed the earlier reading ἀντιόωντες (γεγραμμένου 
ἀντιόωντες: whereas previously it was written ἀντιόωντες), replacing it 
(μεταθεῖναι) with the reading ἀμφὶς ἐόντες. It is worth noting the parallel in 
the use of the verb μετατίθημι to underline the textual change: μεταθεῖναι here, 
μεταθέσθαι in the previous case. There is still (in my view) a serious problem in 
interpreting exactly what is meant by the expression διὰ τῆς ἱπποδρομίας, but this 
is not of crucial importance for the question at hand and it can be set aside, post-
poning its examination to another occasion.21 What is relevant here is that the 

19 Cfr. Rengakos 2012, 245.
20 Cfr. Montanari 2000, 483‒486, with bibliography.
21 Discussion of the problem in the bibliography quoted by Montanari 2000, 485, n. 13 and 14. 
It was apparently believed that Aristarchus favoured ἀμφὶς ἐόντες on the basis of a comparison 
with one or more lines belonging to the episode of the chariot race during the funeral games 
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scholium informs us that this Aristarchean textual choice and the reasons lying 
behind it are discussed by Dionysius Thrax in his monograph Against Crates.

In the scholiastic-erudite tradition, with its brachylogic annotations, infor-
mation on Aristarchus’ second thoughts is in most cases restricted to the fact 
that two different choices are provided for the same place. Rather less frequently 
(probably on account of reduction of the exegetic material during formation of 
the scholiographic corpora and the choices made by the epitomators) traces 
remain of a discussion among later philologists who were seeking to determine 
at what stage of the situation Aristarchus had ceased his investigations, what 
had prompted his decision in favour of one choice or another, or in what circum-
stances he had second thoughts or changes of opinion on textual choices.22 In the 
case of Il. 6.4 the textual change is explicitly stated as resulting from the discov-
ery of a better reading, and Il. 9.222 mentions that Aristarchus’ cautious attitude 
made him reluctant to be swayed purely by his own conjecture and he was there-
fore unwilling to change the reading found in many copies he had consulted.23 In 
philological terms, this is effectively equivalent to use of the direct tradition for 
text constitution; the question of utilisation of the indirect tradition has already 
been addressed above. The situation is aptly summarized by the words of Renga-
kos:24

Der Rückgriff der Alexandrinischen Philologie auf die direckte und die indireckte 
Homer-Überlieferung ist also in den Scholien selbst bezeugt. Ausdrückliche Zeugnisse der 
Konjekturalkritik der Alexandriner sind leider in den Scholien nicht mit Sicherheit zu iden-
tifizieren.

This overall evidence indicates that when engaging in text criticism, the Alex-
andrians – whose methods reached their most refined achievements with Aris-
tarchus – based themselves not only on text-internal conjectural proposals but 
also on external and diplomatic resources, consisting in choice among variants 
they found or noticed in a non-univocal tradition composed of the copies they 

held in honour of Patroclus in Book XXIII (Erbse, ad loc., indicates Ψ 330 vel 393): but in my view 
the terms of the Aristarchean comparison seem somewhat unclear and further investigation is 
required.
22 In previous works I examined some issues concerning the form and characteristics of the 
Alexandrian ekdosis, where I focused in particular on the long-standing and hotly debated ques-
tion of the number and sequence of Aristarchus’ editions and commentaries of Homer, and also 
devoted attention to the problems raised by Ammonius’ testimony on the second ekdosis of Aris-
tarchus (Il. 10, 397‒99 and 19, 365‒68, with the associated scholia): cf. Montanari 1998, 2000, 
2002, 2004, 2009a, 2011, forth. 1, forth. 2; Montana 2012, 49‒53; Montana 2014.
23 Cf. Rengakos 2012, 244‒248.
24 Rengakos 2012, 247.

Authenticated | franco.montanari@unige.it author's copy
Download Date | 6/14/15 12:18 PM



126   Franco Montanari

had available and were thus able to consult. It would seem, therefore, that the 
burden of proof is on whoever seeks to strip the Alexandrian grammarians of any 
knowledge of variants deriving from collation of copies, attributing to them only 
arbitrary conjectures, rather than the opposite: the fact is that we do have, at the 
very least, convergent evidence in favour of knowledge of variants – and I would 
go so far as to say that we have real proof.25

In a nutshell: we must make it clear once and for all that we are dealing with 
a problem of principles and methods, not of the quantity of the data (number of 
collated copies or of variants discussed) or of the quality of the results (right or 
wrong from our own point of view). We are not concerned with establishing the 
minimum number of copies to be subjected to comparison or of variants to be 
taken into consideration before one can even begin to speak of philology, nor 
with determining how many “correct” readings or “good” interpretations are 
needed before it makes sense to speak of philology. The tendency (inappropriate, 
in my opinion) to scoff at the opinions of the Alexandrian philologists in terms 
of modern Homeric studies should by no means translate into the tendency to 
discredit their historical significance, which needs to be correctly positioned and 
contextualized. It is mistaken to blur the distinction between the two planes.26 

25 See most recently Rengakos 2012; Montana 2012.
26 Janko 2002, pp. 658‒662, seems to render this concept explicit rather more clearly. His po-
sition on the methods of the Alexandrian philologists is not an extremist unilateral stance: he 
believes that the majority of their readings are indeed arbitrary conjectures (by the Alexandrians 
themselves or possibly of more ancient origin), but he does not go so far as to deny the recourse 
to manuscripts and comparison among copies as part of their ekdosis work (for Zenodotus, Janko 
1992, p. 23: “His caution was salutary, given the abundance of interpolated texts; he certainly 
had MS authority for some omissions”; for Aristarchus, Janko 1992, p. 27, and Janko 2002: “This 
[i.e. sch. Il. 9.222] certainly implies that Aristarchus did check manuscripts for variant readings”). 
On the one hand, Janko argues, there stands the problem of the origin of their proposed text 
choices (subjective emendation, comparison among copies) and therefore of their working pro-
cedures; on the other, he points out, “my own concern, as a Homerist, has always been whether 
such readings are authentic”. Perfectly clear: modern philologists can to some extent be severe 
regarding the opinions of the Alexandrians, considering them to be fairly acceptable or fairly 
unacceptable from their own point of view (Janko is very negative: “what counts is that they are 
conjectures, and nearly all bad”: 1992, p. 24; 2002, p. 661), but they cannot downplay the fact 
that the ancient Alexandrians emended and compared exemplars to correct the Homeric text, a 
method that combined interpretation of the text with awareness of the history of the tradition. 
An extremely apt remark, perfectly applicable to Alexandrian philology as well, is offered by 
Cassio 2002, p. 132, on the issue of pre-Alexandrian criticism: “The earliest scholarly approach to 
the Homeric text is totally foreign to us … we do right to think along very different lines, but we 
should never forget that it was the commonest approach to the Homeric text in the times of Soc-
rates, Plato and Aristotle. As a consequence, we ought to be wary of looking at it with a superior 
smile, and ought to try to understand its motives in more depth instead”.
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Rather, in a historical perspective, all that was needed in order for there to be 
a decisive step forward in intellectual achievement was the very fact of under-
standing and addressing the problem, even if only partially, erratically and 
incoherently. The crucial milestone was the realization that a literary text had 
a multifaceted history of transmission, during which it could become distorted 
at various points; the correct text (i.e. what is authentic versus what is spurious, 
and what was the original wording) could then be restored by conjecture or by 
choosing the best reading among those offered by a divergent tradition.27 The 
idea of the recognition of damage in a text and of finding a way to repair it reveals 
that the organic unity between interpretation and textual criticism had become 
established. Although much progress still remained to be made, and Wolfian sci-
entific philology, the modern critical edition and scientific commentary were still 
in the distant future, our viewpoint – far from being an anachronism – is the 
historical evaluation that a nodal step was taken in the period from Zenodotus to 
Aristarchus.
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