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ON THE NEGLECTED SOURCES OF. SOME EPIGRAMS 

BY THOMAS MORE 

The first edition of Sir Thomas More's epigrams, published 
with the third edition of Utopia at  Basel, 1518, explicitly raised 
the issue of sources. The title page announced the collection in 
these terms : Epipammata ctclrissimi disertissirnique w i n  Thomae 
Mori, pleraque e Graecis versa. The principal source for More's 
Latin poems was the well-known Greek Anthology. John Marsden, 
author of the important nineteenthcentury commentary, stated 
that barely one-fourth of More's epigrams were, in fact, from the 
Greek1 Hoyt M Hudson, the twentieth-century authority o n  
Renaissance epigrams, increased that figure to about one-third, 
or 85 poems.2 The collaborators on the standard modern edition, 
Leicester Bradner and CA. Lynch (assisted by the eminent 
classicist James Hutton), reviewed the problem extensively and 
found that a t  least 102 epigrams, including 17 in the Progymnas- 
mata (where rival versions by More and his friend WilliamLily 
appear together with the Greek texts), are translations or close 
adaptations of Greek poems.3 In addition, Bradner and Lynch 
noted that three derive from Diogenes Laertius, four are based on  
a sentence from Aristotle, one translates Arsenius; and three 
adapt a Latin epigram by Martial. The titles of two epigrams 
designate them as translations of English songs. With these, Brad-' 
ner and Lynch declared, "we come to  the end of More's known 
sources". 

In the present survey I shall point t o  sources for two other 
epigrams, and in the process solve a minor textual mystery con- 
cerning the fust edition of Epi'mmota I shall also indicate a 
possible prototype from which More could have adapted a pair of  
epigrams. Finally, I shall suggest an antecedent which might 
have influenced the idea and desi i  of one other epigram. 

In the first edition of Epipammakr (15181, Epigram 221, 
"In scurram pauperem", appears at the top of page 261. The p w  
preceding bears the catch-word De histrione. Of this circumstance 
Bradner and Lynch said, "No such title follows in any copy o f  
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that edition which we have seen. The catch-word in 1520 [the 
second edition] refers correctly to  Ep. 2 2 1 " ~ ~  The explanation 
of this mystery s e e m  to be as fouows : the epigram "In scumm 
pauperem" represents a versification of what must have been a 
well-known jest of the early Renaissance. Two prior versions of 
the jest survive ; in each, the chancter which More designates 
l'scurrap' is referred to  as "histrio". One of these versions, in 
*inrich Bebel's Facetiae (1 508) carries the title "De histrione". 
Bebel's probable source for the jest was Mema Philorophica (1475). 
attributed to  either Theobaldo Anguilberto or ~ i c h a e l  Scot. Mema 
Philosophim is a discourw on table rnanrrrs The fourth bmkconrrin 
numerous facetiue appropriate for table conversation, which are 
grouped according m the occupations of their pmtagonists. The 
jest in question appears under the general heading "De histrionibus". 

It seems fair to surmise that More, thinking of the histtio 
of the earlier jest, had originally assigned the title 'De histrione" 
to his epigram Sometime during the process of printing he must 
have changed his title to "In scurnm pauperem", the printer 
neglecting to  alter the catch-word accordingly. 

Here is More's epigram : 
In scurram pauperem 

S c m a  ubi b m  fures totam sibi nocte videret 
Scmtanteis magna sedulitate domum 

%it et, 0 media quid vos hic nocte videtis, 
Miror, ait. h.edia nil ego cerno die. 

Here is Bebel's version : 
De histrione. 

Quidam histrio cum noctu quo- fures in domo sua 
deprehendiset, ait ad illos. Nescio quod MB nocte hie in 
MIjn dtjl, cum sereno die ego nihil invenire poaaim.' 

Here is the 9 as told in Mema Philosophica : 

Quidam himio videns latrones in domo sua dixit, nescio 
quid voe hic pot& invenire in nocte : cum ego nihil invenire 
uossim chro die.6 

While it would be difficult to argue that More based his 
epigram on one or the other of the extant texts, on some printed 
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version now lost, or simply on oral recountings, there can b e  no 
doubt that he was retelling an existing i e ~ t . ~  -. - " .# The remaining epignms to be considered have their origin 
in what m i y  be loosely designated the Aesopic corpus. As accepted 
in More's time, this included not only 200-odd Greek fables of 
ancient origin, associated with the legendary Aaop, but also some 
scores of brief "moral" narratives (some of them actually quite 
bawdy) composed or transmitted in Latin, Greek, or vernacular 
prose or verse. Aesopic stories were very popular and highly 
esteemed in pedagogy.8 With the invention of printing, the late 
fifteenth century saw a proliferation of "Aesop" texts in several 
languages.9 One aathority listed 178 incunabula editions, a figure 
certain to be far short of the actual number published.10 When we 
add t o  these the putative hundreds of Aesop manuscripts, thou- 
sands of incidental quotations and allusions in print and manur  
cript, and the incalculable domain of oral transmision, we can see 
the difficulty of identifying precise texts as sources for still other 
versions of given stories- 

whi t  can be stated with certainty is that More's Epigram 
206, "De chirurgo et anu", constitutes a versified rendering of 
an Aesopic narrative. Here is More's epigram : 

De chirurgo et anu 
Unxit anus aegros velans c h i m p s  ocellos 

Utile persuadens hoc fore quinque dies. 
Interea rnappas, pelves, mortaria, discos, 

Quic quid onus tutum non facit inde rapit. 
Quum sanata oculos circumtulit illa revinctos 

Instruments suae sentit abesse domus. 
Mercedem ergo exacta, tua contingeret, inquit, 

Uberior pacturn est ut rnihi visus ope. 
At video nunc quam ante minus quorum usus in aede est. 

Vidi multa prius, nunc video inde nihil. 
Compare with this the following episode in the influentiai Latin 
Aesop of Rinuccio de Castiglione, or Remiciu (d. 1450) : 

De muliere et medico. 
Mulier anus cum ophthalmiam pateretur : medicus ad se 
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curandum accersit certum pretium sibi dare promittens : si 
eo morbo curaretur: si vero non liberaretur: nihil ei debere 
pacta est. Medicus vero: quovens illam ibat curatum: totiens 
quippiam e domo clam exportabat. Mulier igitur ophthalmia 
curata: cum nihil suarum rerum domi esse prospiceret: medico 
mercedem pactam petenti solvere denegat. quamobrem vo- 
cata in judicium: pactum quidem non denegat: sed se 
curatam ophthalmia esse id vero pernegat aiens cum ceca 
eram domum multa supellectile refertam videbam: nunc cum 
video ut medicus ait nihil rerum domi esse perspicio.ll 

As in the case of the jest concerning thievery by night, we 
can discover no great affinity between the actual wording of 
More's Epigram 206 and that of  any antecedent version of  the 
Aesopic narrative. Yet the motifs are identical, and there can be 
no  doubt that More was retelling a story, not inventing one. 

More's Epigrams 4 3  and 44, "Aliud in astrologum uxoris 
impudicae maritum" and "In eundem iambicum", develop a single 
motif ; they depict a ridiculous astrologer who, foretelling the 
destiny of everyone else, remains ignorant of his own cuckold- 
ing.12 Aesop contains no situation identical t o  this; however, one 
Aesopic story does provide a close parallel, the principal difference 
being that the robbery of the seer's house occurs in   lace of his 
wife's unfaithfulness. Here is the briefer of the two epigrams by 
More, no. 43: 

Aliud in astrologum tucoris impudicae man'tum 

i\stra tibi aethereo pandunt sese omnia vati, 
Omnibus et  qnae sin? fata futura monent. 

Omnibus ast uxm quid se tua publicat, id te 
Astra, ficet videant einmia, nulla monent.13 

Here is the Aesopic analogue, in the Latin of the great humanist 
Lorenzo VaUa (d. 1457): 

De Vaticinatore 

Vaticinator quidam in fmo sedens sermocinabatur. Cum sibi 
quidam denunciat fores domus eius effractas esselomniaque 
direpta quae in domo fuissent. Ad quem nuncium gemens 

Vaticinator: properansque cursu. se domum recipiebat. quem 
currentem quidam intuens 0 tu inquit qui aliena negocia te 
divinatururn promittis. certa tua ipsa non divinasti.14 

T o  insist that Aesop's vaticinator represents the "source" 
of More's astrologtcs would be indiscreet; however, it is reasonable 
to assert that the epigram belongs to the same literary tradition 
as the Aesopic narrative. 

The remaining epigram of concern is no. 162: 

De vulpe aegro ta e t leone apologtcs 

Dum iacet angusta vulpes aegrota caverna 
Ante fores blando constitit ore leo. 

Ecquid, amica, vales? Cito me lambente valebis. 
Nescis in lingua vis mihi quanta mea. 

Lingua tibi medica est, vulpes ait, at nocet Uud 
Vicinos quod habet tam bona lingua malos. 

Of all More's epigrams, this poem most closely resembles the 
popular "beast fables" of Aesopic tradition - a resemblance 
ieinforced by the designation apo/ogus in the title. Yet the story 
itself has no close counterpart in Aesop's fables. There does 
exist, however, an interesting analogue - actually a partial in- 
version of the situation which More presents. Aesop tells of a 
sick lion in his den seeking to persuade-a fox to  ente;. As in the 
epigram, the wily fox triumphs with a verbal retort. Here is 
Rinuccio's Latin rendition: 

De leone sene. 

Leo cum senuisset: nec victum sibi qwerere posset: viam 
machinatus est: qui alimenta haud sibi desint. Ingressus 
igitur speluncam: graviter egrotare iacens simulabat. Animalia 
illum vere egrotare putantia: visitandi gatia ad eum accede- 
bant: que capiens singulatim manducabat. cum multa ani- 
malia iam occidissetlvulpes leonis cognita arte: aditum spe- 
lunce accedans: leonem quo valeat pacto: exterius stans 
rogat. ei leo blande respondens ait: vulhs filia cur non intro 
ingrederis ad me? Ei vulpes non illepide ait quoniam here mi. 
animalium ingredientium perplura equidem vestigia cerno: 
sed egredientiurn vestigia nulla. 15 
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The present examination has increased by two the number of 
More'sepigrams known to  have had sources. In one case the source 
was a jest current in Latin and (probably) vernacular forms ; in 
the other it was a narrative from Resopic tradition. This discussion 
has, furthermore, pointed t o  Aesopic ana lopes  which might have 
influenced the composition of  three other epigrams. 

In pursuing More's sources, far from slighting his originality, 
we gain a new appreciation of the fact that his great inventive 
powers as a writer were complemented and strengthened by his 
vast conversancy as a reader. 

Athens, Georgia, U.S.A. 
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' 4 
Dans L '& de l a  mtrbique. gros .  l i v r e  de  689 pages 

p u b l i e  p a r  Guy Bernard  chez S e g h e r s ,  S r  Noemi R u f f a u l t  
d0Avranches  a t r o u v e  -- et  cop i6  pour  nous --  c i n q  
pages s u r  " 1 ' 6 d u c a t i ~ n  m u s i c a l e  chez  les Euphoniens". 
Euphonia e s t  une p e t i t e  v i l l e  d e  1 2  000 Eimss, s i t u e e  
p a r  Hec to r  B e r l i o z  11803-18691 dans l lAl lemagne du 
24e s i a c l e .  C ' e s t  "un v a s t e  c o n s e r v a t o i r e  de musique", 
dont  les h a b i t a n t s  se c o n s a c r e n t  uniquement B cet a r t .  
Ls pass ionn6 de l ' o r c h e s t r a t i o n  que f u t  B e r l i o z  donne 
a 1 'orgue un r d l e  c a p i t a l  : 

Le 4 i g d  de6 h e m a  de t m v a i e  & de6 tlepas, d a  
ttunianb pan q d w ,  pan meb, deA t&p&t&%onh 
p a  petCted ou pan g m d a  m b a ,  etc.,  at  don- 
n& au moyen d'un otlgue gigantuque pbcG au hauR 
d'une tom qLLi domine .tou6 L a  EdigceA de b v 2 -  
t e . .  . 
To& h d i v i d u  pobhddant toujowd une voix q u d -  
conque, chacun de6 Euphonierzs at tenu d ' e x m c e ~  
t a  hienne I& d ' a v o h  d e ~  noaonb de tlaM du chant. 
I t  en que te6 joueum d ' d ~ w n e n t 4  h cot- 
d e ~  de t l o t c h a ~ e ,  qlLi peuvent chant- joum 
en mhe t e m p ,  doment un hecond choewt de tae t l -  
ve que t e  c o m p o ~ L t e ~ ~ ~ ,  emptoie dam cehtaina oc- 
cabion6 e t  do& L'entttEe inattendue pl~ddLLit qud -  
quedoh ta ptu6 Etonnam2 eddetd. . . - 
L'tduc&on W & m h e  des Euphoniena at hoignfe; 

peuvent jubqu'd un cmta in  point apphEcim t e ~  
beau.ta d a  gtandb po&tu ancient, e t  mdmna.Ceux 
dlePctte eux don2 t 'ignotrance e t  t l i n c & w t e  ii c& 
& g a d  h b e v c t  comptEte6, ne powvraient jam& 
ptEtendhe ii d e ~  donotiom musicde.6 un peu & t e v & a .  


