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ABSTRACT 
The paratext of Nicolaus Copernicus’s De revolutionibus (Nuremberg 1543) was the 
product of many hands and continued to be discussed and changed even after the 
printing. Two extant copies of the first edition, which are connected to Copernicus’s 
disciple Georg Joachim Rheticus (1514–1574), are supplemented with a Greek book 
epigram written by the humanist Joachim Camerarius (1500–1574). The insertion of 
this manuscript poem highlights the presence of Greek words and sentences on the 
title page and in Copernicus’s letter to the pope and draws attention to the way they 
shape the perception of the new book. This article examines the function of Latin–
Greek code-switching in the paratext of De revolutionibus and argues that interspersing 
the Latin paratext with Greek elements is not just an aesthetic choice but constitutes 
an integral part of the discourse about the ideal reader and the ideal engagement with 
a world centered around the sun. The code-switching addresses an in-group of Greek-
educated readers and appeals to their knowledge of Greek mathematics and their re-
ceptiveness for Greek literature, encouraging a favourable reception of Copernicus’s 
system. 
 

*** 

1  (Re-)creating the paratext of Copernicus’s book 
If you open certain copies of the original edition of Nicolaus Copernicus’s De 
revolutionibus orbium coelestium (Nuremberg 1543) to its opening pages, you will 
see a red line crossing out the second part of the title, orbium coelestium, as well 
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as the anonymous preface that presented the Copernican system as a mathematical 
tool rather than as a description of the real order of the stars and planets.1 The 
red crayon was wielded by Copernicus’s disciple Georg Joachim Rheticus (1514–
1574), who had brought the manuscript from Frauenburg in Varmia to Johannes 
Petreius’s press in Nuremberg and had overseen the printing of the book at least 
in part.2 In autumn of 1542, however, Rheticus had to leave for the University of 
Leipzig to take up his new position as professor of mathematics, which meant 
that he was not involved in the final stage of the printing: this was left in the 
hands of Andreas Osiander (1496–1552), a Protestant theologian and minister in 
Nuremberg.3 

This decision had consequences for the paratext of Copernicus’s book: Osian-
der, who was more cautious about the idea that the earth truly moved around the 
sun, and concerned about the possible backlash from the scholarly community, 
added an unsigned preface to the reader (Ad lectorem de hypothesibus huius operis), 
in which he argued that it was not necessary that Copernicus’s hypotheses were 
true, not even that they were probable, as long as the calculations agreed with the 
observations: Neque enim necesse est eas hypotheses esse veras, immo ne verisimiles 
quidem, sed sufficit hoc unum, si calculum observationibus congruentem exhibeant […] 
(fol. iv).4 The red pen striking out this preface indicates Rheticus’s dismay at the 
unwelcome addition, a feeling he shared with Copernicus’s friend Tiedemann 
Giese (1480–1550), who wrote a note of complaint to the city council of Nurem-
berg and pushed (unsuccessfully) for a revised paratext without the treacherous 
preface, but including three other texts from Rheticus’s pen: an alternative preface 
correcting the false claims about Copernicus’s system in the original anonymous 
preface, a life of the author, and a demonstration that a moving earth did not 
contradict holy scripture.5 

It is interesting to note that like Giese, Rheticus was not content with deleting 
unwanted material. In his eyes, too, something was missing from the paratext of 
the long-awaited book: a poem. Two extant copies of De revolutionibus which 

 
1  See Gingerich, An Annotated Census, xvi, 136 (I.117 [Vicenza 1]), 151 (I.133 [Cracow 1]), 209 (I.171 [Upp-

sala 1]). On the title of Copernicus’s book, see e.g. Lerner, Segons, and Verdet, De revolutionibus orbium 
cœlestium, vol. 3, 443–50.  

2  Burmeister, Georg Joachim Rhetikus, and Danielson, The First Copernican offer book-length biographies of 
Rheticus.  

3  On the printing of De revolutionibus, see e.g. Burmeister, Georg Joachim Rhetikus, vol. 1, 77–80; Gingerich, 
An Annotated Census, XII–XV; Danielson, The First Copernican, 105–14; Omodeo, Copernicus in the 
Cultural Debates of the Renaissance, 22; Lerner, Segons, and Verdet, eds., De revolutionibus orbium cœlestium, 
vol. 1, 199–204. 

4  All Latin and Greek texts in the present article are adapted in spelling and punctuation to conform to 
modern conventions. Unless otherwise noted, all translations are my own. The most recent critical edition 
of Copernicus’s book is the three-volume edition of Lerner, Segons, and Verdet, De revolutionibus orbium 
cœlestium (with facing French translation and extensive notes). For a brief overview of the reception of 
Osiander’s preface, see ibid., vol. 3, 451–59. Osiander had already communicated his views in letters to 
Copernicus and Rheticus in 1541; see Nobis, Folkerts, Kirschner, and Kühne, Nicolaus Copernicus 
Gesamtausgabe (NCG), vol. 6/1, no. 158 and 159, 302–4. 

5  See Giese’s letter to Rheticus, edited in NCG 6/1, no. 194, 357–60. See e.g. Burmeister, Georg Joachim 
Rhetikus, vol. 1, 80; Danielson, The First Copernican, 112–13; Omodeo, Copernicus in the Cultural Debates 
of the Renaissance, 22.  
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passed through Rheticus’s hands (Gingerich I.117 [Vicenza 1] and I.110 [Parma 
1]), are supplemented by a commendatory Greek epigram Εἰς τὴν περὶ τῶν 
ἀνελιττουσῶν πραγμάτειαν Νικόλεω τοῦ Κοπερνίκου Δωριέως/Προυσιέως (“On the 
Treatise on the Revolutions by Nicolaus Copernicus of Torun/of Prussia”).6 The 
New Ancient Greek poem was penned by the Protestant humanist Joachim Cam-
erarius (1500–1574), who was acquainted with both Petreius and Rheticus. Cam-
erarius had published a few books with Petreius himself, including the first edition 
and translation of Ptolemy’s Tetrabiblos (Κλαυδίου Πτολεμαίου Πηλουσιέως 
Τετράβιβλος σύνταξις, Nuremberg 1535), which featured another New Ancient 
Greek poem by Camerarius on the verso of the title page.7 Furthermore, when 
Rheticus travelled to Leipzig in 1542, Camerarius, who had “made a cottage in-
dustry of writing Greek […] poems for scholarly books,” was already professor of 
Greek and Latin at the university there, so it is not difficult to imagine that Rhe-
ticus asked him to write a poem on the book that was being printed in Nurem-
berg.8  

It is possible that Rheticus, and perhaps also Petreius, intended to set the poem 
in type and publish it on the first pages of De revolutionibus.9 If so, it is unclear 
why the Greek verse was never printed, either in the three editions of Copernicus’s 
book or in collections of poems elsewhere. Perhaps the omission is an expression 
of the difficulties entailed in the collaboration between the Catholic canon Co-
pernicus and Rheticus’s Lutheran network: Copernicus’s book was to be dedicated 
to Pope Paul III, so it might have been problematic for both sides to place the 
head of the Catholic church side by side with a prominent Protestant in the par-
atext.10 It is also possible, however, that Osiander removed Camerarius’s poem 
when he inserted his preface (perhaps exactly in the place that had been reserved 
for the poem), because the message of the verse ran contrary to that of his 

 
6  The two manuscripts vary in regard to Copernicus’s place of origin (see further below). The poem was 

discovered by Owen Gingerich, who studied all known copies of the first and second edition of De revolu-
tionibus. See Gingerich, An Annotated Census, 128 (Parma 1), 135–36 (Vicenza 1). Gingerich, An Annotated 
Census, xvi considers the possibility that Rheticus was not so much offended by Osiander’s preface than 
the omission of the poem. It is worth noting, too, that Camerarius’s Περὶ τῶν ἀνελιττουσῶν seems to reflect 
Rheticus’s preferred title for Copernicus’s book (see above). 

7  Baier, Hamm, and Schlegelmilch, Opera Camerarii, http://wiki.camerarius.de (accessed November 
7, 2024) offer a guide through Camerarius’s extensive printed oeuvre. In this database, Camerarius’s poem 
on Ptolemy’s Tetrabiblos can be found under catalogue number OC 0159, his poem on Copernicus’s De 
revolutionibus under catalogue number OC 1032 (hereafter cited as Hubert, “Εἰς τὴν περὶ τῶν ἀνελιττουσῶν 
πραγμάτειαν”).  

8  Gingerich, An Annotated Census, 355. Gingerich considers Rheticus as the driving force behind the poem. 
Rheticus had met Camerarius and been a subject in the correspondence of Philipp Melanchthon and 
Camerarius already before his move from Wittenberg to Leipzig; see Burmeister, Georg Joachim Rhetikus, 
vol. 1, 41, 81–83; Danielson, The First Copernican 38, 100–101, 103. On Camerarius as an author, editor, 
and translator of Greek epigrams, see Schultheiß, “Profilbildung eines Dichterphilologen.” 

9  Seck and Balzert, Johannes Kepler, 367–68 consider the possibility that the poem was written on the request 
of the printer Petreius. 

10  See Gingerich, An Annotated Census, 136.  

http://wiki.camerarius.de/
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supplement and presented the sun in the centre of the world (ἐν μέσῳ κόσμῳ) as 
an actual possibility.11 

How the printed paratext of Copernicus’s book looked like was thus a result 
of the printing process in Nuremberg, where men with different ideas had exer-
cised, or tried to exercise, control at different points in time. Apart from Osian-
der’s unsigned preface (fol. iv–ijr), the printed paratext comprised the title page 
with a Latin blurb and a Greek motto (fol. ir), a seven-year-old letter from the 
late cardinal Nicolaus Schönberg (1472–1537) to Copernicus, encouraging him to 
publish his new system (fol. ijr), a preface by Copernicus addressed to the pope 
(fol. ijv–iiijv), and a detailed table of contents (fol. vr–vjv). As the reactions of Rhe-
ticus and Giese clearly show, the people engaged in the publication of Copernicus’s 
manuscript preferred different and sometimes conflicting strategies to acquaint 
readers with the potentially unsettling alternative to the time-honoured Ptolemaic 
system that Copernicus would introduce in his treatise. These strategies con-
cerned not only what was said about Copernicus’s system in the paratext—which 
was the bone of contention in the case of Osiander’s preface—but also how it was 
said and who could read it. This is most evident in the literary and linguistic 
choices Copernicus’s disciple Rheticus made as an editor of the paratext, inserting 
a substantial poem in a language that would not have been fully understood by all 
readers of the volume. 

This article examines the function of Latin–Greek code-switching in the par-
atext of De revolutionibus in the form it was given by Rheticus in at least two 
copies. In doing so, it draws attention to the openness of the paratext, that is, the 
persistent possibility for owners of the book to add or delete elements, and to 
create new constellations which in turn can generate new perceptions of the text. 
In this sense, the presence of Camerarius’s poem offers a new framework for the 
Latin–Greek code-switching in the printed paratext as a whole: it highlights the 
presence of Greek words and sentences elsewhere in the opening pages and asserts 
the ‘Greekness’ of Copernicus’s book. The article argues that the Latin–Greek 
code-switching in the paratext of De revolutionibus is motivated not just by aes-
thetic concerns, but that it constitutes an integral part of the paratextual discourse 
about the ideal reader and the ideal engagement with a world centered around the 
sun. In this context, the discussion will be limited to those instances of Latin–
Greek code-switching in the paratext that are clearly outside the code of Latin 
astronomical writing, excluding the use of technical terms such as in περιγείῳ (“in 
perigee”) and in ἀπογείῳ (“in apogee”).12  

 
11  See Seck and Balzert, Johannes Kepler, 367–68. Camerarius describes the sun as kindling its divine fire ἐν 

μέσῳ κόσμῳ (v. 15). 
12  Wenskus, “The Use of Greek in Selected Writings of Kepler,” 172 rightly asks whether the insertion of 

such technical terms constitutes code-switching “or even conscious insertion of Greek terms or not, as 
most Greek terms seem to be part of the code ‘Neo-Latin technical language’ or, in some cases, of a 
particularly elaborate version of this already elaborate code.” The terms in περιγείῳ (“in perigee”) and in 
ἀπογείῳ (“in apogee”) are used in Osiander’s preface (fol. iv). Copernicus still marks the insertion of a 
Greek technical term in his letter to the pope (fol. iijv): in processu demonstrationis, quam μέθοδον vocant 
(“in the process of demonstration, which is called ‘method’”). 
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2 Passing through Plato’s door 
In his seminal study Seuils, Gérard Genette famously coined the term ‘paratext,’ 
which he described as a threshold or vestibule: 
 

[T]he paratext is what enables a text to become a book and to be offered as such to its 
readers and, more generally, to the public. More than a boundary or a sealed border, the 
paratext is, rather, a threshold, or […] a ‘vestibule’ that offers the world at large the pos-
sibility of either stepping inside or turning back.13  

 

 
13  Genette, Paratexts, 1–2. 

Figure 1: Title page of Nicolaus Copernicus, De revolutionibus 
orbium coelestium, Nuremberg 1543. ETH-Bibliothek Zürich, Rar 
1370. https://doi.org/10.3931/e-rara-420. Public Domain Mark. 
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The Greek motto “[q]uietly sleeping on the title page”14 of Copernicus’s book is 
steeped in the same imagery: Ἀγεωμέτρητος οὐδεὶς εἰσίτω (“No one ignorant of 
geometry shall enter”). According to legend, this warning had once been inscribed 
on the door of Plato’s school.15 In De revolutionibus, it is transferred to the ‘paper 
door’ of the book—with the same grammatical mistake (οὐδείς instead of μηδείς) 
that is already present in Erasmus’s popular Adagia—and advises the reader not to 
delve into De revolutionibus without the necessary mathematical training.16 De-
spite the small type, the motto constitutes the most marked case of Latin–Greek 
code-switching in the printed paratext, as it appears on the title page and would 
therefore meet the eyes of potential readers who had just started to examine the 
volume (Figure 1).17 

The legendary inscription appears also in other sixteenth-century texts, either 
in Greek or in Latin, and seems to have been a favourite of Rheticus’s teacher at 
Wittenberg, Philipp Melanchthon (1497–1560).18 Melanchthon discussed the ad-
age, for example, in his preface to Johannes Vögelin’s Elementa geometriae ex Eu-
clide collecta, which were published in Wittenberg in 1536, the year in which Rhe-
ticus became professor of mathematics there after completing his studies of the 
liberal arts. In the first sentence of the preface, Melanchthon explicitly parallels 
the door of Plato’s school and the paratext of the book, which is imagined here 
as a vestibule (fol. Aijr): 
 

Nullum aptius ornamentum vestibulo huius libelli, qui aditum patefacit ad geometriam, 
addi posse statuebam, quam symbolum, quod Plato in foribus scholae suae pinxisse dicitur, 
videlicet ἀγεωμέτρητος οὐδεὶς εἰσίτω.19 

 
Melanchthon thus points out that on the door as well as on the page, the Platonic 
inscription controls the threshold, announcing who can step inside and who must 
turn back. It is not clear who chose the adage as the motto of De revolutionibus. 
Perhaps it was Copernicus himself, who had acquired a knowledge of Greek dur-
ing his studies in Italy and showcased his language skills after his return by trans-
lating the Greek letters of the seventh-century writer Theophylactus Simocatta 
(Theophilacti scolastici Simocati epistolae morales, rurales et amatoriae, Cracow 

 
14  Gingerich, The Book Nobody Read, 46. 
15  See Saffrey, “Ἀγεωμέτρητος μηδεὶς εἰσίτω.” 
16  See Lerner, Segons, and Verdet, De revolutionibus orbium cœlestium, vol. 3, 24; Wenskus, “The Use of 

Greek in Selected Writings of Kepler,” 175. Ἀγεωμέτρητος οὐδεὶς εἰσίτω appears, for instance, in the edition 
of Erasmus’s much-read collection of proverbs printed in Basel in 1536: Erasmus, Adagiorum chiliades, 711 
(3.3.60). 

17  See Wenskus, “The Use of Greek in Selected Writings of Kepler,” 175. The second edition of Copernicus’s 
book, printed in Basel in 1566, no longer displays the Greek motto on the title page.  

18  See Lerner, Segons, and Verdet, De revolutionibus orbium cœlestium, vol. 3, 24. 
19  “In my opinion, no more fitting ornament could be added to the vestibule of this little book, which gives 

access to geometry, than the motto Plato is said to have painted onto the door of his school, namely 
ἀγεωμέτρητος οὐδεὶς εἰσίτω.” Melanchthon goes on to explain that Plato’s inscription will motivate students 
to learn geometry as a guide to many parts of philosophy (fol. Aiijr–v) and remind them to keep a ‘geometric 
evenness’ (geometrica aequalitas) in their manners (fol. Avijv). 
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1509).20 But it seems even more likely that the motto was chosen by Rheticus, 
who had studied Greek in Zurich and with Melanchthon in Wittenberg.21 Indeed, 
if the Latin–Greek code-switching in Rheticus’s Narratio prima (Danzig 1540), 
the first report about Copernicus’s new system, is any indication, Rheticus was 
quite fond of Greek.22 Rheticus’s code-switching in the Narratio prima is much 
more pronounced than Copernicus’s in De revolutionibus—so pronounced that 
some readers required a little help: to that end, the Narratio prima featured a 
three-page dictionary with Latin translations of the Greek words and phrases (fol. 
Iiijr–Iivr) that Rheticus had “preferred to use,” according to his assistant Heinrich 
Zell (1518–1564), the compiler of the list, “because of their greater authority” 
(quibus auctor ob maiorem auctoritatem uti maluit, fol. Iiijr). 

The title page of the Narratio prima also features a Greek motto, a line from 
the Platonic handbook ascribed to Alcinous: δεῖ δ᾿ ἐλευθέριον εἶναι τῇ γνώμῃ τὸν 
μέλλοντα φιλοσοφεῖν, which Zell translates as Futurum philosophum libero esse iudicio 
necessitas est (fol. Iivr).23 In consequence, the Narratio prima and De revolutionibus 
are linked by the fact that their Greek mottos are taken from the Platonic tradi-
tion. Taken together, the mottos define the ideal reader of the book: someone 
who is ready to consider new ideas and form his own opinion, and someone who 
is competent in mathematics. While the two chosen Platonic mottos seem to 
complement one another, however, there is also a crucial difference between 
them: the motto for the Narratio prima seems to be tailored more specifically to 
the new system that Copernicus laid out in his book, whereas the one for De 
revolutionibus was also used for other, uncontroversial publications at the time, 
such as the Euclidean textbook cited above. The motto of De revolutionibus was 
familiar to readers of contemporary mathematical books: rather than announcing 
a break with the tradition, it embedded the new book firmly within it.24 

The main reason for the choice of language was, of course, that the motto was 
a quotation from ancient Greek literature, but the Latin–Greek code-switching 
also fulfilled several functions beyond that.25 First, it increased the status of Co-
pernicus’s book because Greek was perceived as the more prestigious and author-
itative language, a thought that Zell had expressed explicitly in the Narratio 
prima. Furthermore, the Greek motto signalled to the readers that Copernicus, as 
well as the other people involved in the printing, were part of an ‘in-group’ that 
knew Greek and was, therefore, equipped to recover and revive mathematical and 
astronomical knowledge from ancient Greek texts, a competence Copernicus 

 
20  See Goddu, Copernicus and the Aristotelian Tradition, 193–97. For a critical edition of Copernicus’s trans-

lation, see NCG 5, no. 2, 11–86. 
21  See Burmeister, Georg Joachim Rhetikus, 21 and 26; Danielson, The First Copernican, 18 and 24. 
22  For a critical edition of the Narratio prima, see Hugonnard-Roche, Verdet, Lerner, and Segonds, Georgii 

Joachimi Rhetici Narratio prima as well as NCG 8/1, 3–56 (text) and NCG 8/2, 4–68 (translation). 
23  “He who is to pursue knowledge must be free in his judgement.” See Hugonnard-Roche, Verdet, Lerner, 

and Segonds, eds., Georgii Joachimi Rhetici Narratio prima, 146. As is pointed out in NCG 2, 410, Rheticus 
continued to add Greek mottos to his title pages and adorned his Ephemerides novae ad annum 1551 in the 
same fashion. 

24  See Wenskus, “The Use of Greek in Selected Writings of Kepler,” 175. 
25  See Wenskus, “Zitatzwang als Motiv für Codewechsel.” 
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would claim for himself in his letter to the pope.26 Finally, printing the motto in 
Greek (and in a smaller font) concealed the fact that the title page of De revolu-
tionibus contained somewhat conflicting messages. On the one hand, the more 
prominent Latin blurb stressed the accessibility of the new book: addressed to the 
customer in the bookshop, it promised that Copernicus’s tables made it “as easy 
as possible” (quam facillime) to calculate the movements of the stars and planets 
and encouraged him to “buy, read, and enjoy” (eme, lege, fruere) the copy in his 
hands. On the other hand, the Latin–Greek code-switching delivered not one, 
but two warnings to prospective readers. The first, explicit message was ‘better 
know your geometry’, but the second, implicit message was ‘better know your 
Greek.’ Crucially, these were not two separate signals: they were intimately linked, 
framing Greek literature as the best or true source of mathematical knowledge.  

3 Ματαιολόγοι and mathematicians: Copernicus’s letter to the pope  
If the motto marks De revolutionibus as a book for which readers needed a good 
knowledge of Greek, this is confirmed, between the lines, in Copernicus’s letter 
to Pope Paul III.27 It is perhaps no coincidence that Copernicus inserts Greek 
words into his letter twice when he differentiates between competent and incom-
petent readers. In the first instance, Copernicus describes his hesitation to publish 
his commentarii on the earth’s movement. Perhaps, he ponders, it would be better 
to disseminate his knowledge like the Pythagoreans, non per literas, sed per manus 
(“not through letters, but through hands”),28 since his critics will perceive his 
opinion as ridiculous (fol. ijv): 

 

Itaque cum mecum ipse cogitarem, quam absurdum ἀκρόαμα existimaturi essent illi, qui 
multorum saeculorum iudiciis hanc opinionem confirmatam norunt, quod terra immobilis 
in medio coeli, tamquam centrum illius posita sit, si ego contra assererem terram moveri, 
diu mecum haesi, an meos commentarios in eius motus demonstrationem conscriptos in 
lucem darem, an vero satius esset, Pythagoreorum et quorundam aliorum sequi exemplum, 
qui non per literas, sed per manus tradere soliti sunt mysteria philosophiae propinquis et 
amicis dumtaxat, sicut Lysidis ad Hipparchum epistola testatur.29 

 
26  The term ‘in-group’ is taken from Van Rooy, New Ancient Greek in a Neo-Latin World, 36. 
27  Copernicus’s dedication to the pope has been the object of intense research, see e.g. Westman, “Proof, 

Poetics, and Patronage;” Barker and Goldstein, “Patronage and the Production of De revolutionibus;” Gra-
nada and Tessicini, “Copernicus and Fracastoro.” 

28  It is debated whether this phrase contrasts the written and oral transmission of knowledge, or rather the 
publication and the private circulation of texts; see Lerner, Segons, and Verdet, eds., De revolutionibus 
orbium cœlestium, vol. 3, 42.  

29  “I thought to myself how absurd an ἀκρόαμα it would be in the minds of those who know that this 
opinion—that the earth rests unmoved in the middle of the heavens as their centre, as it were—has been 
supported by the judgements of many centuries, if I maintained on the contrary that the earth moves. 
Therefore, I was at a loss for a long time whether I should publish the papers I wrote to demonstrate its 
movements, or whether it would be better to follow the example of the Pythagoreans and some others, 
who used to transmit the secrets of philosophy not through letters, but through hands, and only to rela-
tives and friends, as Lysis’s letter to Hipparchus attests.” 
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The Greek word ἀκρόαμα means ‘anything heard, especially with pleasure; a piece 
read, recited, played or sung.’ Copernicus seems to use the word in the basic sense 
of ‘anything heard’ to refer to his opinion that the earth did not stand still in the 
centre of the world.30 It is interesting to consider what motivated Copernicus to 
switch to Greek and use ἀκρόαμα instead of a Latin noun such as opinio or doc-
trina. On the one hand, the Latin–Greek code-switching might be attractive be-
cause of its stylistic effects: absurdum ἀκρόαμα creates not just an alliteration, but 
a subtle play on words, since the literal meaning of absurdus is ‘out of tune’ or 
‘discordant,’ suggesting that Copernicus’s teaching is perceived not just as absurd, 
but actually unpleasant to hear. On the other hand, ἀκρόαμα might foreshadow 
Copernicus’s inclination not to circulate his idea far and wide, but to choose the 
Pythagorean way and make it accessible only to hand-picked friends and followers. 
If so, readers are perhaps encouraged to draw a direct line from Copernicus’s 
ἀκρόαμα to the knowledge of the Pythagoreans, which was famously transmitted 
and kept within a small, close-knit circle. As readers will discover two pages later, 
the fact that Copernicus’s system is described as an ἀκρόαμα is especially fitting 
since it revives a Greek, and indeed, a Pythagorean idea: several of the ancient 
philosophers who believed in a moving earth were Pythagoreans (see below).31 In 
light of this fact, it is significant that Copernicus presents himself as tending to-
wards the restricted circulation of knowledge practised by the followers of Py-
thagoras, even if he is ultimately convinced by his friends to choose the literae and 
entrust his manuscript to the printing press (fol. ijv–iijr). Furthermore, by drawing 
on Pythagorean traditions, Copernicus could imply that his ἀκρόαμα—like the 
Pythagorean teaching—is perceived as strange only outside the circle of the ‘initi-
ated’ elite, the network of amici and propinqui through which true knowledge can 
be transmitted and preserved. 

Copernicus uses Latin–Greek code-switching a second time in the paratext to 
refute the unskilled opponents of his book. Towards the end of his letter, he 
anticipates the criticism of those who do not have the first idea about mathematics 
and attempt to refute his argument with a twisted interpretation of holy scripture, 
declaring that he will not waste time on them, since they laugh at him on the 
grounds of their own incompetence. His book is written not for them, but for 
mathematicians (fol. iiijv):  

 
30  See Lerner, Segons, and Verdet, De revolutionibus orbium cœlestium, vol. 3, 41. On the link 

between ἀκρόαμα and the mysteria philosophiae, see Hallyn, “L’ ‘absurdum ἀκρόαμα’ de Copernic.” 
31  The Pythagorean and the Platonic elements in the paratext of Copernicus’s book are in fact interlinked, 

not just because of a general kinship of thought—Plato was said to have drawn from the Pythagoreans 
already in antiquity—but also because of more specific connections: for example, Copernicus owned and 
annotated a copy of Bessarion’s In calumniatorem Platonis (Venice 1503), where he could read that Plato 
had guarded his knowledge like the Pythagoreans did according to Lysis’s letter to Hipparchus (fol. 3r), or 
that Plato had visited Philolaus in Italy (fol. 8v), a piece of information Copernicus used in his De revolu-
tionibus (fol. 3v). Likewise, Rheticus claimed in the Narratio prima (fol. Diijv) that Copernicus was follow-
ing “Plato and the Pythagoreans, the best mathematicians of that divine age” (Platonem et Pythagoreos, 
summos divini illius saeculi mathematicos) when attributing motion to the earth, a claim which in Plato’s 
case seems to be based on a passage in his Timaeus (40b–c). See e.g. Knox, “Ficino and Copernicus,” 401–
5; Goddu, Copernicus and the Aristotelian Tradition, 220–29; Omodeo, Copernicus in the Cultural Debates 
of the Renaissance, 167–70. 
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Si fortasse erunt ματαιολόγοι, qui cum omnium mathematum ignari sint, tamen de illis 
iudicium sibi sumunt, propter aliquem locum scripturae, male ad suum propositum detor-
tum, ausi fuerint meum hoc institutum reprehendere ac insectari: illos nihil moror, adeo 
ut etiam illorum iudicium tamquam temerarium contemnam. Non enim obscurum est Lac-
tantium, celebrem alioqui scriptorem, sed mathematicum parum, admodum pueriliter de 
forma terrae loqui, cum deridet eos, qui terram globi formam habere prodiderunt. Itaque 
non debet mirum videri studiosis, si qui tales nos etiam ridebunt. Mathemata mathematicis 
scribuntur […].32  

 

The term Copernicus uses to describe this group of opponents to his addressee is 
ματαιολόγοι (‘idle talkers’), a term he takes—perhaps via Erasmus—from one of 
the Pauline epistles (Tit 1.10).33 Again, we might wonder why Copernicus chose 
the Greek term instead of vaniloqui from the Latin bible. On the one hand, per-
haps Copernicus wanted to use an insult that only a small in-group can understand 
and appreciate. Even if the group of those who did not know Greek and the group 
of those who did not know mathematics did not overlap exactly, Copernicus 
might consciously conflate them, implying that his critics know neither mathe-
matics nor Greek. Secondly, the choice of ματαιολόγοι provides the opportunity 
for another play on words, juxtaposing the ‘idle talkers’ to the similar-sounding 
Greek nouns mathemata and mathematici, which are presented as Greek loanwords 
in the Latin alphabet. If this is true, then the pun—perhaps enforced by the Byz-
antine pronunciation of Greek—would be as follows: mathemata are written not 
for ματαιολόγοι, who are omnium mathematum ignari, but for proper mathematici. 
Furthermore, the word ματαιολόγοι was used by other sixteenth-century human-
ists to attack the even more similar-sounding theologi.34 This adds another layer 
to the pun, since Copernicus’s main target are those who argue based on sacred 
scripture but are not afraid to distort its meaning according to their intentions: 
these men are certainly no mathematicians, but they are not proper theologians 
either.35 

 
32  “If there happen to be ματαιολόγοι, who, although they do not know anything about mathematics, still 

arrogate a judgement about those things, they might dare to rebuke and attack my plan because of some 
passage in scripture which they have wrongfully twisted to their intention: I do not care about them, so 
much so that I even disregard their judgement as rash. For it is clear that Lactantius, an otherwise cele-
brated writer, but too little a mathematician, speaks rather childishly about the shape of the earth when 
he makes fun of those who asserted that the earth had a shape of a sphere. Therefore, it must not seem 
strange to studious men if some people of this kind will laugh at me too. Mathematics is written for 
mathematicians […].” 

33  See Lerner, Segons, and Verdet, De revolutionibus orbium cœlestium, vol. 3, 61–62. On Erasmus as a possible 
source, see Hallyn, “Copernic et Érasme,” 96–97.  

34  For examples of this play on words, see Hallyn, “Copernic et Érasme,” 97. The reception of Copernicus’s 
preface seems to suggest that readers like Giordano Bruno and Galileo interpreted ματαιολόγοι in this 
way, see Lerner, Segons, and Verdet, De revolutionibus orbium cœlestium, vol. 3, 62. 

35  Hallyn, “Copernic et Érasme,” 96 suggests that Copernicus had especially Erasmus in mind, who com-
mented on another Pauline epistle (1 Tim 1.6): Quantum ad pronunciationem attinet, mataeologia non 
multum abest a theologia, cum res inter se plurimum discrepent. Proinde nobis quoque cavendum est, ne sic 
sectemur theologiam, ut in mataeologiam incidamus de frivolis nugis sine fine digladiantes. (“As for the pronun-
ciation, there is not much difference between mataeologia and theologia, although they are very different in 
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In a third instance of Latin–Greek code-switching, Copernicus does not re-
spond to his critics but bolsters his argument with a longer citation from ancient 
Greek literature. In this passage, Copernicus tells the pope and his readers that he 
scoured the ancient literature for opinions about the celestial movements that 
diverged from the traditional view taught in the schools. Indeed, he found four 
names of philosophers who held that the earth moved in some way. Reading Plu-
tarch (or rather, Pseudo-Plutarch) proved to be especially fruitful, as he recorded 
three names in a single passage: Philolaus the Pythagorean, Heraclides Ponticus 
and Ecphantus the Pythagorean. Moreover, Plutarch gave a clear picture of their 
opinions, whether they held that the earth changed its position in space or rotated 
around its own axis. Copernicus cites this valuable passage from the Placita philo-
sophorum (3.13) in Greek, without Latin translation (fol. iijv–iiijr):36 

 

Quare hanc mihi operam sumpsi, ut omnium philosophorum, quos habere possem, libros 
relegerem, indagaturus, an ne ullus umquam opinatus esset, alios esse motus sphaerarum 
mundi, quam illi ponerent, qui in scholis mathemata profiterentur. Ac reperi quidem apud 
Ciceronem primum, Nicetam sensisse terram moveri. Postea et apud Plutarchum inveni 
quosdam alios in ea fuisse opinione, cuius verba, ut sint omnibus obvia, placuit hic ascribere: 
Οἱ μὲν ἄλλοι μένειν τὴν γῆν, Φιλόλαος δὲ Πυθαγόρειος κύκλῷ περιφέρεσθαι περὶ τὸ πῦρ κατὰ 

κύκλον λοξὸν ὁμοιοτρόπως ἡλίῳ καὶ σελήνῃ. Ἡρακλείδης ὁ Ποντικὸς καὶ Ἔκφαντος ὁ Πυθαγόρειος 

κινοῦσι μὲν τὴν γῆν, οὐ μήν γε μεταβατικῶς, τροχοῦ δίκην ἐνζωνισμένην37 ἀπὸ δυσμῶν ἐπὶ 

ἀνατολάς, περὶ τὸ ἴδιον αὐτῆς κέντρον.38  
Michel-Pierre Lerner and the other scholars who contributed to the French 

edition of De revolutionibus remark that the fact that Copernicus cites this passage 
 

content. Thus, we, too, must take care that we do not pursue theology in such a way that we enter 
inadvertently into idle talk [mataeologia], fighting endlessly about silly trifles.”). See Erasmus, In Novum 
Testamentum annotationes, 662, s.v. in vaniloquium. 

36  The Greek text was printed for the first time in Venice in 1509 as part of a collection of Plutarch’s works; 
see Plutarchi opuscula LXXXII, 308–43. In the Venice edition, the passage cited by Copernicus is found 
on page 328 in the chapter Περὶ κινήσεως γῆς. The Greek text appeared again in 1531 in Basel. See Lerner, 
Segons, and Verdet, De revolutionibus orbium cœlestium, vol. 3, 56. 

37  ἐνζωνισμένην (both in the Aldine edition and in Copernicus’s citation) was apparently understood as a form 
of ἐνζωνίζομαι, a verb derived from ζώνη (‘belt’, ‘girdle’) that is not attested elsewhere in Greek literature. 
There is tangible confusion about this passage already in the extant manuscripts. The modern critical 
editions of the Placita philosophorum accept the conjecture ἐνηξονισμένην (from ἐναξονίζομαι, ‘to be fixed on 
an axis’, also not attested elsewhere) for the transmitted variants ἐνιζωνισμένην or ἐνιζομένην. See e.g. Mau, 
Plutarchi Moralia, 108; Lachenaud, Plutarque. Opinions des philosophes, 137 and Mansfeld and Runia, 
Aëtiana, vol. 2, 1238. The problem is not apparent in the Latin translation in Giorgio Valla’s De expetendis 
et fugiendis rebus (21.45), a book which Copernicus also consulted and which renders the Greek as rotae 
modo revolutam (“turning like a wheel,” fol. kkviiv). On Copernicus and Valla, see Goddu, Copernicus and 
the Aristotelian tradition, 229–36. 

38  “For this reason, I made the effort to re-read the books of all the philosophers that I could get my hands 
on, to investigate, if anyone had ever thought that the movements of the spheres of the world were dif-
ferent from those who taught mathematics in the schools stated. And I found first in Cicero that Nicetas 
had thought that the earth moved. After that, I found in Plutarch too, that some others had been of this 
opinion. I decided to add his words here, so that they are ready at hand for everyone: ‘The others say that 
the earth is at rest, but Philolaus the Pythagorean says that it moves around the fire in an oblique circle, 
in a similar manner as the sun and the moon. Heracleides Ponticus and Ecphantus the Pythagorean move 
the earth, not from one place to another, but like a wheel, turning from west to east, around its own 
centre.’” 
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in Greek even though there was a Latin translation available shows his “souci 
humaniste.”39 It is also true that Copernicus “makes a display of his humanist 
erudition to impress the Pope and to demonstrate that he belongs to the lovers 
of Antiquity.”40 But perhaps it is possible to push the point further: Copernicus 
proves with this extended citation that he is able to go back to the sources, read 
Greek texts in the original and recover crucial information that opens up new 
paths of thought.41 In this way, the Greek letters are a powerful visualisation of 
the fact that the idea that the earth turns around the sun and around its own axis 
is not new, but is based, at least in part, on an ancient Greek tradition. It is sig-
nificant that there is no Latin translation or paraphrase of the quotation: in this 
way, the Greek passage is presented not as an ornament, but as the actual object 
of study. Even more importantly, Copernicus implicitly tells his addressee and the 
readers of his book that they are expected to understand Greek without the aid of 
a translation. Thus, when Copernicus claims to cite the passage with the intention 
to make it accessible to everyone (ut sint omnibus obvia), he implies, in fact, that 
all readers of his book know Greek. Once again, those without mathematical 
training should not enter De revolutionibus, but neither should those without 
knowledge of both classical languages. 

4 Becoming Greek: Joachim Camerarius’s poem on Περὶ τῶν 
ἀνελιττουσῶν  

In two extant copies that went through Rheticus’s hands, the paratext of Coper-
nicus’s book featured more Greek than the motto on the title page and the hand-
ful of code-switches in the prefaces: Joachim Camerarius’s commendatory epi-
gram in sixteen elegiac couplets eased the first-time reader into the idea of a world 
centered around the sun.42 In contrast to the Latin blurb on the title page, which 
glossed over the actual contents of Copernicus’s “new and wonderful hypotheses” 
(novae et admirabiles hypotheses), the poem spelled them out for the small reader-
ship that was able to read and understand the Greek verse. Since the entire poem 
is in Greek, there is no code-switching in the narrow sense. However, the poem 
as a whole can be regarded as an instance of code-switching in a broader sense, if 
one considers the paratext as one unit to which several authors contributed, with 
Latin as the matrix language. As Harm-Jan Van Dam has noted in his article on 
early modern liminary poems, Greek poems acted as distinguishing markers that 
increased the prestige of a Latin publication, not least because they were able to 

 
39  See Lerner, Segons, and Verdet, De revolutionibus orbium cœlestium, vol. 3, 56. 
40  See Granada and Tessicini, “Copernicus and Fracastoro,” 453. 
41  Of course, the fact that Copernicus creates this impression in his preface does not exclude the possibility 

that he actually read the Greek text with the help of a Latin translation; see Goddu, Copernicus and the 
Aristotelian Tradition, 235. 

42  The poem is edited in Gingerich, An Annotated Census, 355–61 (transcription and English translation) and 
Seck and Balzert, Johannes Kepler, 369–72 (with a critical apparatus comparing the two extant manuscripts 
and a commentary). The Greek text given in this article follows Seck and Balzert’s edition, adapting dia-
critics and punctuation as stated above. The names of the characters are abbreviated as Ξ. and Φ. respec-
tively.  
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anchor it in the Greek literary or scientific tradition.43 In this sense, the presence 
of the Greek poem has a similar effect as the presence of the Greek motto on the 
title page. I would like to suggest, however, that Camerarius’s poem achieves more 
than that: it presents the author and his book in a Greek guise and allows the 
Greek-educated readers to act Greek as well.  

This sense of active participation is created by the dramatic structure of the 
poem, which takes the form of a dialogue between two anonymous figures, a 
philosopher (φιλόσοφος) and his friend from another town (ξένος), who readers will 
infer is staying at the philosopher’s house (or the other way around).44 As the 
dialogue unfolds, the philosopher’s friend becomes more and more acquainted 
with De revolutionibus, from flicking through the pages to actually reading part of 
it. When the ξένος approaches Copernicus’s book, the philosopher accompanies 
him every step of the way, answering his questions and guiding his interpretation. 
The combination of a character who has already read the book (the philosopher) 
and a character who has not (the philosopher’s friend) makes it possible to adver-
tise the system of the world presented in the book and to mitigate the audience’s 
initial disbelief. A reader who comes new to the book will identify with the phi-
losopher’s friend at the threshold of the text. As such, the philosopher, obviously 
the expert in the poem, takes the reader by the hand, guiding his interpretation 
of the book too. One attractive feature of Camerarius’s poem, however, is that 
once the reader has studied Copernicus’s book, he can re-read the poem and 
identify with the philosopher instead, now that he, too, is familiar with the new 
system. 

 

Ξ. Τίς βίβλος ἥδε; Φ. Νέα. Ξ. Καινὸν δὲ τί ἐστιν ἐν αὐτῇ; 

   Φ. Πολλά γε. Ξ. Καὶ τί καλόν; Φ. Πάντ᾿ ἔνι τῇδε καλά. 

Ξ. Καὶ δὴ πλεῖστα γεωμετρίης διαγράμματα χρηστῆς, 

   βελτίστων τ᾿ ἀριθμῶν σχήματα συχνὰ βλέπω. 

Φ. Αὐτὴ γοῦν ἀπὸ οὗ ἀγεωμέτρητον ἐλαύνει   5 

   πάντα, Πλάτων, ὥσπερ σή ποτε, λῷστε, θύρα, 

νηρίθμου τε γέμει σοφίης. Ξ. Ἔτι δ᾿ αὖ ἐρεείνειν 

   ἔστ᾿ ὀλίγον; Φ. Λέγε δὴ πᾶν τόδ᾿ ἀκουσόμενος. 

Ξ. Οὐρανίων ἔχει ἥδε γραφὴν περὶ βίβλος ἑλιγμῶν 

   ἠὲ πολυσχιδέος στρεπτὰ κέλευθα χθονός;    10 

Φ. Ἀμφότερ᾿, ὦ ξένε. Ξ. Πῶς; Λέγε, σ᾿ ἀντιβολῶ, σαφὲς αὐτό. 

   Φ. Δεῦρ᾿ ἄγ᾿ ἀνοιχθείσης τῆσδ᾿ ὅλον αὐτὸς ἰδέ. 

 
43  See Van Dam, “Poems on the Threshold,” 67.  
44  See also Hubert, “Εἰς τὴν περὶ τῶν ἀνελιττουσῶν πραγμάτειαν.” Seck and Balzert, Johannes Kepler, 370 

understand ξένος as a ‘layman,’ a person who is ignorant of the philosopher’s knowledge. But although the 
ξένος has not yet heard of De revolutionibus, it seems more likely that the word ξένος establishes the rela-
tionship between the two speakers and creates, in a minimalistic way, a scenery for their conversation: it 
provides a plausible background for their dialogue and explains why the philosopher engages in the long 
conversation about the new book in the first place. In addition, for the proposed meaning, ξένος would 
usually require an object in the genitive, see LSJ s.v. ξένος. Finally, the interpretation that ξένος is simply a 
man who comes from somewhere else is strengthened by the appearance of a ξένος character also in other 
Greek dialogue poems written by Camerarius; see Schultheiß, “Profilbildung eines Dichterphilologen,” 
165–72 and 174–75. 
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Ξ. Ὦ Ζεῦ, οἷον θαῦμ᾿ ὁρόω τόδε; γῆ μὲν ὕπερθεν 

   δινεῖται κύκλῳ πάντοσ᾿ ἐν αἰθερίῳ, 

ἥλιος ἐν δὲ μέσῳ πῦρ κόσμῳ θεῖον ἀνάπτει,    15 

   δέσμιος ὡς Ζηνὸς κείμενος ἐν φυλακῇ, 

πάντα δ᾿ ἀνέστραπται, καὶ Πληιὰς οὐκέτι δύνει, 

   οὔτ᾿ ἐπὶ καύσον᾿45 ἄγων Σείριος εἶσι βροτοῖς. 

Φ. Καὶ γὰρ, ξεῖν’, ἀσόφοις θαυμαστὸν πᾶν σοφόν ἐστι, 

   κᾀκ τοῦ θαυμάζειν ἦλθε βροτοῖσι μαθεῖν.    20 

Ἀλλὰ σὺ μὴ θαύμαζε μόνον, μήδ᾿ ὡς ἀνόητοι, 

   πρὶν ξυνίης, λέξον πρᾶγμα κακῶς ἀγαθόν. 

πάντα δ᾿ ἐπισκοπέων καὶ πολλάκις ἐξανελίσσων, 

   φρασσάμενος τ᾿ ἄκρως, οἷον ἕκαστα θέλει, 

εὖ πρότερόν γε τὰ τῷ Μεγαρεῖ γεγράμμεν᾿ ἀναγνούς,   25 

   ὅσσα γέρων τ᾿ ἐπὶ τοῖς εὗρε Συρηκόσιος,  

καὶ Πηλουσιακοῦ μοχθήματα, τοῖσι διορθοῖ 

   σφάλματ᾿ ἀπ᾿ ἀρχαίων οὐκ ὀλίγ᾿ ἀστροπόλων, 

οὕτω τ᾿ ἤ τι γε τῶνδ᾿ ἐκ, ξεῖνε, μάθ᾿, εἰ δύνασ᾿, ἐσθλόν, 

   ἠὲ καταφρονέων κρείττονα σὺ πρόφερε.    30 

Ἀλλὰ Κοπερνίκου Mούσαις ἱερὸς κόπος αἰὲν 

   ἀνδράσιν ἕξει ὅμως ἐν πινυτοῖσι κλέος.46 

 
The poem starts with the friend spotting a new book in the philosopher’s posses-
sion, which prompts him to ask questions about its contents (vv. 1–2). When he 
then notices that the book features many geometrical figures and tables of num-
bers (vv. 3–4), the philosopher refers to the legendary inscription on the door of 
Plato’s school (vv. 5–7). This also means, of course, that the character in the poem 

 
45  καύσον’ seems to be derived from ὁ καύσων, καύσωνος with a mistaken omicron instead of omega in the 

second syllable. 
46  “Guest: What book is this? Philosopher: A new one. Guest: What is new in it? Philosopher: Many things. 

Guest: And what is beautiful in it? Philosopher: Everything in it is beautiful. Guest: I see a great number 
of figures of useful geometry and many tables of the best numbers. Philosopher: Yes, the book drives away 
from itself anyone who does not know geometry, like your door once did, good Plato, and it abounds in 
countless knowledge. Guest: May I ask a little further still? Philosopher: Go on, speak, so you will hear it 
all. Guest: Does this book contain a delineation of the heavenly rotations or the winding paths of the 
earth, which is split into many parts? Philosopher: Both, my friend. Guest: But how? Tell me this clearly 
please. Philosopher: Come on then, open the book and see the whole thing for yourself! Guest: O Zeus, 
what wonder do I see here? The earth whirls round in a circle high up in the heavens, and the sun kindles 
its divine fire in the centre of the world, as if it lay there bound, in the guard of Zeus. Everything is turned 
upside down, the Pleiades do not set anymore, and Sirius does not come and bring summer heat to the 
mortals! Philosopher: Every clever thing is a wonder for the unlearned, my friend, and from wondering, 
learning came to us mortals. But you, do not keep only wondering, and do not, as fools do, talk badly 
about a good thing before you have understood it. By considering everything and reading it often, by 
thinking hard about what each thing means, by studying first in depth the writings of the man from 
Megara [Euclid], what the old man from Syracuse [Archimedes] discovered in addition to them, and the 
works of the man from Pelusion [Ptolemy], in which he corrects many mistakes of the astronomers of 
old, either learn something good from this book, my friend, if you are able—or, if you have a poor opinion 
of it, produce something better yourself! But still Copernicus’s work, dedicated to the Muses, will always 
have fame among learned men.” 
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points to the Greek motto on the title page of De revolutionibus (see above).47 
This cross-reference reinforces a central message of the paratext: the readers must 
be well-versed in mathematics to properly understand and appreciate Copernicus’s 
ideas. Within the poem, however, it is also possible to read this warning as paying 
a compliment to the humanist mathematicians to whom the philosopher and his 
friend—as well as the reader of the poem—seem to belong. 

Finally, the philosopher draws his friend’s attention to a passage in the book 
where Copernicus presents his new system (v. 12): δεῦρ᾿ ἄγ᾿ ἀνοιχθείσης τῆσδ᾿ ὅλον 
αὐτὸς ἰδέ. The philosopher may even refer his friend here to the famous diagram 
in book 1 of De revolutionibus (fol. 9v), where the entire system can indeed be seen 
at one glance.48 This interpretation is even more attractive as the philosopher’s 
friend just asked whether the new book contained a γραφή of the heavens or the 
earth (vv. 9–10), which could indicate a piece of writing, but also—and perhaps 
more likely here—a drawing. When the ξένος is shocked to find the world turned 
upside-down, the philosopher advises him to postpone judgement and continue 
to study the book until he understands it completely (vv. 13–24). This scene 
demonstrates how the reader should react to the Copernican system: first and 
foremost, his approach to the θαῦμα (v. 13) displayed in the new publication 
should be informed by the ancient dictum that philosophy begins in wonder (v. 
20).49 The crucial next step, which distinguishes philosophers from ἀνόητοι (v. 
21), is not to stay amazed, but to put in the effort to understand and competently 
evaluate the argument of the book.  

As mentioned above, it can be presumed that the first-time reader identifies 
with the philosopher’s friend, an identification that is encouraged by the fact that 
neither figure in the dialogue has a name. Of course, Camerarius’s demonstration 
worked only for readers who had a good grasp of Greek. But for this specific 
audience, the poem offered the intriguing opportunity to insert themselves into 
a learned dialogue between friends, a format they knew from ancient literature—
a dialogue, moreover, that was conducted in the language of the Greek philoso-
phers and mathematicians.50 Thus, the reader of the poem could, as it were, don 
a Greek persona and imagine how it would be to converse about new publications 
and new ideas in Greek.  

Even the book itself is transformed into a Greek book, as De revolutionibus 
becomes Περὶ τῶν ἀνελιττουσῶν. In fact, the title is not so much translated into 
Greek as revealed in its true form, since Rheticus believed that De revolutionibus 
was itself the Latin translation of the title of a lost Greek astronomical work by 
Sosigenes the Peripatetic.51 Camerarius even makes a pun on the book’s title, 

 
47  See Gingerich, An Annotated Census, 355; Seck and Balzert, Johannes Kepler, 370. 
48  See also Hubert, “Εἰς τὴν περὶ τῶν ἀνελιττουσῶν πραγμάτειαν.” 
49  See Plato, Theaetetus 155d; Aristotle, Metaphysics 982b 12–13. The allusion to Aristotle is identified in 

Seck and Balzert, Johannes Kepler, 370. 
50  See Gingerich, An Annotated Census, 355. 
51  It seems that Copernicus first came across the title in Valla’s De expetendis et fugiendis rebus (18.3), which 

referred to Sosigenes’s book as in eis, quae de revolutionibus inscripsit (“in the work which he gave the title 
De revolutionibus,” fol. ffvv). Rheticus later retrieved the Greek περὶ τῶν ἀνελιττουσῶν (p. 45) from the first 
printed edition of Proclus’s Hypotyposis astronomicarum positionum (Basel, 1540); see Grynaeus, Πρόκλου 
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when the philosopher tells his friend that he should read the text several times: 
πολλάκις ἐξανελίσσων (v. 23). The philosopher ‘explains’ here that Copernicus’s 
book got its name because the reader has to ‘unroll’ (ἐξανελίσσω), that is, to read, 
it more than once, before he is able to understand it in full (‘unrolling’ refers, of 
course, to the ancient papyrus scroll). A charming feature of this joke is that it 
also worked with the Latin title De revolutionibus. It can be assumed that the 
readers were aware of this fact: when a twenty-six-year-old Johannes Kepler trans-
lated the Greek poem into Latin some fifty years later, he rendered πολλάκις 
ἐξανελίσσων as iterumque iterumque revolvens.52 It seems, then, that Camerarius and 
his readers go the extra mile because they can, creating a joke for Greek readers 
in the Latinate world. 

As De revolutionibus turns Greek, so does its author: Copernicus’s name appears 
in the last couplet, when the philosopher affirms that his work is dear to the 
Muses and will enjoy everlasting fame among educated men (vv. 31–32). These 
final lines offer more than merely standard praise for the author and his achieve-
ment: Camerarius playfully suggests a Greek etymology for ‘Copernicus,’ who 
conveniently already comes with the Greek first name ‘Nicolaus’ (Νικόλαος, 
‘people of victory’). As Κοπέρνικος and κόπος are juxtaposed in the hexameter, ‘Co-
pernicus’ comes to mean something like ‘the one who wins with his work.’ What 
is more, the implied Greek etymology for Copernicus’s last name reflects that of 
his first name and implies that he is a born winner. Nicolaus Copernicus becomes 
entirely Greek. Together with the approval of the Muses and the gain of Homeric 
κλέος, Camerarius’s etymologizing play implies that Copernicus reached the same 
level of perfection and fame as the Greek mathematicians. 

This transformation is foreshadowed already in the title of the poem (see 
above), which presents Copernicus as Δωριεύς in one copy and Προυσιεύς in the 
other. On the surface, Δωριεύς is a reference to Copernicus’s hometown Torun,53 
but its proper meaning in ancient literature is ‘Dorian’. In a similar manner, 
Προυσιεύς refers to Copernicus’s Prussian origin,54 but can also be read as ‘from 
[the city of] Prusa’. Copernicus is thus placed in the same Greek landscape as 
Euclid, Archimedes and Ptolemy, who appear in the poem as Μεγαρεύς (“the man 
from Megara”), γέρων Συρηκόσιος (“the old man from Syracuse”) and Πηλουσιακός 
(“the man from Pelusion”),55 as the philosopher advises his friend to study their 
works first before engaging with Copernicus’s treatise and passing a judgement 
on the world turned upside-down (vv. 25–28). 

5 Finding the ideal reader 

 
Διαδόχου ὑποτύπωσις τῶν ἀστρονομικῶν ὑποθέσεων, 45. See Lerner, Segons, and Verdet, De revolutionibus 
orbium cœlestium, vol. 3, 444–46. 

52  Kepler’s Latin translation is edited in Seck and Balzert, Johannes Kepler, no. 19, 88–89 (text and translation) 
and 366–72 (commentary). Kepler’s poem is also discussed in Rimpau, Visionen neuer Wissenschaft, 316–
23, but under the wrong assumption that it is an original composition by Kepler. 

53  See Seck and Balzert, Johannes Kepler, 371. 
54  Ibid. 
55  On these partly mistaken attributions, see ibid., 370. 
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As the Greek transformation of Copernicus and De revolutionibus is complete, the 
closing couplet gives first-time readers the opportunity to prove themselves 
“learned men” (ἄνδρες πινυτοί). If they know both Greek and Greek mathematics, 
they will be able to shed the shock of the ξένος, adopt the attitude of the philos-
opher and join in praise of the new book, which is steeped in the Greek tradition. 
The Greek poem creates a new context for the Latin–Greek code-switching in 
the paratext of De revolutionibus: it draws the reader’s attention to the Greek 
motto on the title page and overwrites the Latin elements, transforming De 
revolutionibus into Περὶ τῶν ἀνελιττουσῶν and Nicolaus Copernicus Torinensis into 
Νικόλαος Κοπέρνικος Δωριεύς (or Προυσιεύς), so that there is almost a Greek title 
page shimmering through the Latin title page of the book. The presence of the 
poem also highlights the Latin–Greek code-switching in Copernicus’s letter to 
the pope, since in Camerarius’s verse, Copernicus’s ἀκρόαμα is received not by 
ματαιολόγοι, but by the φιλόσοφοι who approach the book in the right way, start-
ing from a sound grasp of Greek mathematics and a willingness to engage with 
Copernicus’s text. 

A comparable performance of the right approach to the earth turning around 
the sun can be found in the paratext of the second edition of Rheticus’s Narratio 
prima, which was printed in Basel in 1541. In this case, however, the ideal recep-
tion of the book was staged for readers not in Greek, but in Latin. The title page 
of the Basel edition featured a poem penned by Georg Vögelin (Vogelinus, 1508–
1542) from Constance:56  

 

Antiquis ignota viris mirandaque nostri 
      temporis ingeniis iste libellus habet. 
Nam ratione nova stellarum quaeritur ordo, 
      terraque iam currit, credita stare prius. 
Artibus inventis celebris sit docta vetustas, 
      ne modo laus studiis desit honorque novis. 
Non hoc iudicium metuunt limamque periti 
      ingenii, solus livor obesse potest. 
At valeat livor, paucis etiam ista probentur: 
      sufficiet, doctis si placuere viris.57 

 

Vögelin’s poem emphasises that the libellus is written for a learned elite which is 
able to judge and perhaps even improve the book thanks to their expertise: as a 
result, it can only be appreciated by a small number of people. Although the final 

 
56  On Vögelin’s poem, see e.g. Burmeister, “Der Konstanzer Arzt Dr. med. Georg Vögelin;” Danielson, 

“Achilles Gasser and the Birth of Copernicanism,” 460–63; Omodeo, Copernicus in the Cultural Debates of 
the Renaissance, 21. 

57  “This little book contains things unknown to the men of old and amazing to the talents of our age: For 
the order of the stars is sought in a new way, and the earth, which was believed to stand still before, is 
now moving. The learned antiquity may be celebrated for the arts it invented, provided that praise and 
honour are not missing for new studies. They do not fear this judgement and the file [that revises and 
polishes a literary work] of an expert mind. Only malice can do harm. But goodbye to malice! These studies 
shall be approved only by few. It will suffice if they pleased learned men.” 
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lines anticipate a possible negative reaction to the new book, they also appeal to 
a sense of elitism in the readership, since they will be able to distinguish them-
selves from the majority through their favourable response to the new system.58 
Vögelin’s poem replies to a letter (also printed in the paratext) from Rheticus’s 
friend Achilles Pirmin Gasser (1505–1577), who sent a copy of the first edition 
of the Narratio prima to Constance, asking Vögelin to read the publication and 
give his opinion on it.59 Vögelin obliges and recommends the book and its new 
order of the stars to their fellow cultivators of mathematics in a Latin epigram. 
The literary form contributes to the delineation of the desired humanist audience, 
consisting of those able to read and write such elegant epigrams and letters. Thus, 
as Gasser and Vögelin perform the ideal reception of Copernicus’s system for the 
readership of the Narratio prima, they embody the kind of learned humanist-
mathematical network where the “rebirth of a new and most true astronomy” 
(novae et verissimae astronomiae restitutionem, immo τὴν παλιγγεννησίαν)60 could 
fall on fertile ground. Camerarius’s poem follows a similar path, but is even more 
elitist, enacting the right approach to the new book in front of a much smaller 
readership. It creates the impression that De revolutionibus is a book steeped in 
Greek mathematics, written for Greek-educated cultivators of mathematics: those 
who cannot read Greek are excluded from the dialogue and cannot participate in 
the learned conversation about the new book. 

As previously stated, it is possible that Rheticus and Petreius intended to print 
Camerarius’s poem in the paratext of Copernicus’s book. There is another intri-
guing possibility, however: it is possible that the poem was never supposed to be 
printed, and Rheticus had asked Camerarius to write a piece that he could insert 
by hand into selected presentation copies, marking out in this way an exclusive 
circle of readers who distinguished themselves through their intimate knowledge 
of Greek.61 While the owner of the Parma copy is unknown,62 a note on the title 
page on the Vicenza copy documents that Rheticus gave it as a present to his 
friend Andreas Aurifaber (1514–1559): Joachimus Rheticus professor lipsen(sis) suo 
Andreae Aurifabro d(ono) d(edit). 20 Aprilis anno 1543.63 Aurifaber was the same 
age as Rheticus and had studied in Wittenberg at the same time. He had helped 
Rheticus to see the Narratio prima through the printing press in Danzig and was 

 
58  See Burmeister, Georg Joachim Rhetikus, vol. 1, 48–49; Danielson, “Achilles Gasser and the Birth of 

Copernicanism,” 462; Omodeo, Copernicus in the Cultural Debates of the Renaissance, 21. 
59  The letter is edited and translated in Burmeister, Achilles Pirmin Gasser, vol. 3, 50–55. For an English 

translation, see Danielson, “Achilles Gasser and the Birth of Copernicanism,” 460–62. 
60  These are Gasser’s words in the letter printed in the second edition of Rheticus, Narratio prima, 4. 
61  See Van Rooy, New Ancient Greek in a Neo-Latin World, 36 and 131. Friedrich Seck considers the possi-

bility that Camerarius’s poem was written after Copernicus’s book had been printed, in opposition to 
Osiander’s preface. See Kepler, Gesammelte Werke, vol. 12, 418 and now also Hubert, “Εἰς τὴν περὶ τῶν 
ἀνελιττουσῶν πραγμάτειαν.” 

62  Seck and Balzert, Johannes Kepler, 368, n. 5 record that Gingerich stated per litteras that Rheticus probably 
gave the Parma copy as a gift to the Italian humanist Girolamo Cardano (1501–1576), who hosted him in 
Milan in autumn of 1545. See also Burmeister, Georg Joachim Rhetikus, vol. 1, 92. 

63  “Joachim Rheticus, professor in Leipzig, gave [this book] to his dear Andreas Aurifaber as a present. April 
20th, 1543.” Cited from Gingerich, An Annotated Census, 135. 
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again in Wittenberg when De revolutionibus was published.64 Given their shared 
background, Rheticus could be sure that Aurifaber would be able to read and 
appreciate the Greek piece.65 

Those who owned copies adorned with Camerarius’s poem could thus be seen 
as part of a small in-group of ideal readers, who were able to understand the new 
book and—as competent humanists and philosophers—help others to engage se-
riously with a world turned upside-down. Perhaps the poem is thus also an im-
plicit invitation to become the φιλόσοφος and act as a multiplicator of Copernicus’s 
system, showing the copy to friends and colleagues, particularly from other cities, 
and spreading the word about the new book in the Protestant network.66 Indeed, 
this network proved crucial for the circulation of Copernicus’s work on the revo-
lutions, although most mathematicians first employed it in the sense that Osian-
der had proposed in his preface: as an astronomical tool, not as the true order of 
the stars and planets.67 Still, Camerarius’s poem seems to have circulated for a few 
decades, since the young Protestant Johannes Kepler (1571–1630) had access to 
it, translated it into Latin and copied his translation into his own copy of the first 
edition of Copernicus’s book shortly before Christmas 1598.68 It is important to 
note that Kepler seems to have perceived the poem as ‘private literature’ and did 
not make an effort to publish his translation in any of his printed works. 

6  Conclusion 
In conclusion, the paratext of De revolutionibus was the product of many hands 
and continued to be discussed and altered even after printing. The insertion of 
Camerarius’s commendatory epigram highlights the presence of Greek words in 
the paratext and the way they shape the discourse about the new book and its 
intended audience. As this article argues, the Latin–Greek code-switching on the 
first pages of De revolutionibus delineates and addresses an ‘audience within the 
audience’ defined by its knowledge of Greek. The motto guards the threshold of 
the text, warning readers not to enter without a sound grasp of mathematics or 
Greek. This message is present also in Copernicus’s letter to the pope: Copernicus 
calls his opponents ματαιολόγοι and cites a crucial passage in Greek without Latin 
translation. But while the Latin–Greek code-switching may seem forbidding to 
‘outsiders,’ it welcomes an elite circle of ‘insiders’ who are cast as ideal readers of 
the new book. Perhaps the insertion of Greek elements can even be interpreted 
as a captatio benevolentiae regarding the idea of a moving earth: given their 
knowledge of Greek mathematics and their receptiveness to revived Greek ideas, 

 
64  On Rheticus’s friendship with Aurifaber, see Burmeister, Georg Joachim Rhetikus, vol. 1, 64–65; 

Burmeister, Magister Rheticus und seine Schulgesellen, 73–76. 
65  On Aurifaber’s knowledge of Greek, see also Burmeister, Magister Rheticus und seine Schulgesellen, 74. 
66  As Weise, “Ἑλληνίδ᾿ αἶαν εἰσιδεῖν ἱμείρομαι,” 119 notes, the key figure of the first peak of early modern 

Greek literature in Germany was Melanchthon, in whose footsteps his students and friends followed. 
67  See Westman, The Copernican Question, 160–64.  
68  For the description of Kepler’s copy of De revolutionibus, held in the Universitätsbibliothek Leipzig 

(Libri.sep.577-r), see Gingerich, An Annotated Census, 76–80. 
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the in-group of Greek-educated readers would surely embrace Copernicus’s 
ἀκρόαμα, which had been retrieved from ancient Greek literature. 
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