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John Scottus Eriugena and the Entangled 
Materiality of Vox* 
PAUL VINHAGE 

Pontifical Institute of Mediaeval Studies 

ABSTRACT 
This article seeks to explicate John Scottus Eriugena’s arguments about the ontolog-
ical status of vox in his commentary on Priscian, the In Priscianum. Eriugena draws 
from Stoic, Peripatetic, and early medieval philosophical definitions to arrive at an 
original analysis of vox as an intelligible, rather than physical, unit of speech, which is 
ultimately grounded in his concept of the letter (littera). For Eriugena, physical matter 
cannot be known by the mind because it is infinitely divisible, and so the physical 
nature of vox, i.e. air, cannot be known and therefore cannot signify. Only the letter 
guarantees a minimal, intelligible unit that can structure speech. Thus, paradoxically, 
the written letter, usually thought of as a symbol of speech, comes to define signifi-
cative speech as such. In the latter part of this article, I examine a grammatical com-
mentary in Valenciennes, Bibliothèque Municipale, MS 413 (394), which contains 
arguments similar to those forwarded by Eriugena, and shares material with the In 
Priscianum and other glossed Priscian manuscripts. The entanglements of philosoph-
ical and grammatical concepts and the re-entanglement of these concepts in Eriugena 
and the Valenciennes commentary show how the reception and transmission of learn-
ing in the early Middle Ages followed anfractuous routes. 
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1  John Scottus Eriugena and the Entangled Materiality of Vox 

Writing in the second century CE, Aulus Gellius summarized a thorny philo-
sophical problem concerning the nature of vox,1 i.e., vocal utterance or sound 
more generally.2 Most of the eminent philosophers of antiquity, he says, were 
intrigued by the question of whether vox was a body (corpus) or non-body (incor-
porum). Gellius outlines several ways of approaching the question: the Greeks call 
a body something that can act or be acted upon, and Lucretius, following them, 
defines a body as what can touch or be touched. Another definition from the 
Greeks defines a body as something extended in three dimensions. The Stoics 
think that vox is a body and call it “struck air” (aer ictus). Plato, on the other 
hand, does not consider vox a body, but only the act of striking (percussio). 
Democritus and Epicurus, in accordance with their atomic principles, denote vox 
as a stream of atoms (ῥεῦμα ἀτόμων). While Gellius finds these speculations en-
joyable, he finds no solid moral benefit (“emolumentum aliquod solidum ad ra-
tionem vitae”) from engaging in such debates and wraps up his brief chapter with 
a quote from Ennius’s Neoptolemus, who complains: “only a few should do phi-
losophy; it is really no fun at all.”3  

Even though Gellius found these debates on the nature of vox insubstantial, 
grammarians and philosophers would continue the debate and develop new the-
ories throughout Late Antiquity and into the Middle Ages. The Stoic doctrine 
of the corporeality of the vox would find a place in the grammatical tradition, 
represented by Donatus and Priscian, but would also gradually incorporate Pla-
tonic and Peripatetic elements. During the Carolingian Renaissance, commenta-
tors would analyze the corporeality of vox with new tools taken from dialectic and 
philosophy, which allowed them to distinguish between the corporeal and incor-
poreal properties of vox. The most advanced and thorough analysis of this ques-
tion belongs to John Scottus Eriugena, whose commentary on Priscian’s Ars de-
votes its opening sections to the exact ontological status of vox, littera, and 
signification.4  

In this article, it is my aim to provide a paraphrase, and at times a translation, 
of Eriugena’s comments on the nature of vox, as well as some analysis. In an article 
published in 2000, Anneli Luhtala edited large portions of Eriugena’s commen-
tary covering the definitions of vox, littera, syllaba, nomen, verbum, and pronomen.5 
While Luhtala provides a preliminary analysis of Eriugena’s philosophy of nouns 
and verbs, she does not unpack his thinking on vox and littera. The basic doctrines 
presented by Gellius will stand as touchstones for Eriugena’s analysis. The Stoic 

 
1  I will leave vox untranslated throughout this article. The use of the term is never reducible to ‘voice’, 

‘sound’, ‘word’, or ‘vocal utterance’ in grammatical contexts. All translations unless otherwise noted are 
my own. 

2  Aulus Gellius, Noctes Atticae, 5.15. 
3  Aulus Gellius, Noctes Atticae, 5.15: “philosophandum est paucis; nam omnino haud placet.” 
4  Scholarship on the Latin grammarians has started to refer to Priscian’s Institutiones grammaticae as Pris-

cian’s Ars grammatica, or even the Ars Prisciani. The renaming of the text is based on a thorough analysis 
of the earliest extant manuscripts, which consistently use the term Ars to refer to Priscian’s grammar. See 
De Nonno, “Ars Prisciani,” 250–59. 

5  Luhtala, “Early Medieval Commentary,” 140–68. 
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conception of vox as corporeal constitutes one pillar of the analysis, while the 
Platonic (and later Peripatetic) view of vox as a non-body and merely the act of 
striking air forms the other pole. (The Democratean/Epicurean doctrine of phys-
ical atoms do not appear in Eriugena’s commentary, but a theory of mental indi-
visibles takes its place.) As we shall see, these two distinct doctrines in Gellius’s 
time become entangled in the teachings of the Late Antique grammarians, Do-
natus (fourth century) and Priscian (sixth century). The task undertaken by 
Eriugena was then to unknot the Late Antique grammatical tradition he inher-
ited.  Through a dialectic that distinguishes the corporeal substance and incorpo-
real substance of vox and ultimately recombines them, Eriugena achieves a pro-
found and novel theory of signification. 

In the latter part of the article, I will consider an anonymous grammatical 
commentary found in Valenciennes, Bibliothèque Municipale, MS 413 (394). Sig-
nificant excerpts and extrapolations from Eriugena’s commentary appear in this 
anonymous commentary. The Valenciennes commentator simplifies Eriugena’s 
thought and pushes it in new directions. This network of reception shows how 
Eriugena’s grammatical thinking was adapted to new pedagogical contexts in 
which his rigorous dialectic became re-tangled with other authorities and gram-
matical doctrines.  

The exclusive, separate schools of thought mentioned by Aulus Gellius became 
entwined in the theories of the Late Antique grammarians. The grammatical tra-
dition inherited by Eriugena thus presented a tangled network of philosophical 
doctrines that he attempted to reconcile and recombine, while adding his own 
novel arguments.6 Later grammarians, drawing on Eriugena’s commentary, other 
grammatical sources, and their own arguments, entangled the definition of vox 
further. In general, grammatical texts in the early Middle Ages often share a sim-
ilar fate to Eriugena’s In Priscianum: they draw from a wide range of canonical 
and marginal intellectual authorities, creating densely tangled collections of doc-
trines, only to be borrowed anew by the next generation of scholars and gram-
marians, who create a new tangle of authorities.7 Grammatical thought in the 
early Middle Ages thereby lacked clear and distinct lines of transmission, but in-
stead was always becoming tangled in other grammars and philosophies, and suc-
cessively renegotiated for new scholarly and pedagogical environments.  

2 The commentary In Priscianum 

John Scottus Eriugena’s commentary on Priscian’s Ars has only recently been dis-
covered and authenticated as his work. In 1994, Paul Edward Dutton and Luhtala 
announced that the commentary on Priscian found in Barcelona, Archivo de la 
Corona de Aragón, MS Ripoll 59 (saec. XI, Santa Maria de Ripoll, Spain), which, 

 
6  For an account of the philosophical systems that Eriugena inherited see Marenbon, From the Circle of 

Alcuin, especially, “The circle of John Scottus Eriugena,” 88–115. 
7  For a summary of this process and a useful typology of grammars, see Law, Insular Latin Grammars. See 

also Martin Irvine’s “Handlist of Compilations of artes and auctores: c. 700–1100,” in Grammatica and 
Literary Theory, 393–404. For a recent edition of one such compiled grammatical commentary with an 
excellent and thorough commentary by its editor see the Ars Riuipullensis edited by Gallo. 
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following Lutala’s partial edition, I will refer to as B, was written by Eriugena.8 
Earlier scholarship had conjectured that Eriugena had written a Priscian com-
mentary based on glosses attributable to Eriugena’s own hand and his circle of 
scholars in Priscian manuscripts of the ninth and tenth centuries, especially in 
Leiden, Bibliotheek der Rijksuniversiteit, B.P.L. 67 (838 CE – saec. IX med., 
Irish center in Francia).9 Many glosses and comments found in L appear in the 
complete, lemmatized commentary of Priscian in B. There are also glosses from 
Eriugena’s commentary on Martianus Capella’s De nuptiis Philologiae et Mercurii 
that appear in the Priscian commentary.10 The weight of this evidence suggests 
that Eriugena is very likely the author of the Priscian commentary found in B.11 
Before the discovery of the commentary, the only direct evidence we had of 
Eriugena’s grammatical thought were, first, some analyses in Periphyseon, which 
considered grammar merely a branch of dialectic; second, some more general and 
systematic reflections on the role of the liberal arts and the trivium in De Divina 
Praedestinatione, which advances a fourfold method of dialectic as ‘true philoso-
phy’; and, third, a paltry set of comments to book three of De nuptiis Mercurii et 
Philologiae.12 Thus, the commentary in Barcelona, MS Ripoll 59 represents a ma-
jor addition to our knowledge of Eriugena’s grammatical and logical thought. 

3 Priscian’s vox  

To arrive at the remarkable conclusion that vox exists as an intelligible substance, 
Eriugena must consider all of the alternatives in detail. First, he introduces Pris-
cian’s definition of vox. Priscian defines vox thus: 

 

Philosophi definiunt, vocem esse aerem tenuissimum ictum vel suum sensibile aurium, id 
est quod proprie auribus accidit. et est prior definitio a substantia sumpta, altera vero a 
notione, quam Graeci ἔννοιαν dicunt, hoc est ab accidentibus. accidit enim voci auditus, 
quantum in ipsa est.13 

 
8  Dutton and Luhtala, “Eriugena in Priscianum,” 153–63. See also Passalacqua, I codici, no. 18. 
9  Dutton and Luhtala, “Eriugena in Priscianum,” 154. Bischoff, Katalog, no. 2139. For an analysis of 

Eriugena’s autograph see Jeauneau and Dutton, The Autograph of Eriugena, and their discussion of Leiden 
B.P.L. 67 at 39–40. 

10  Dutton and Luhtala, “Eriugena in Priscianum,” 155–58. For Eriugena’s commentary on Martianus see 
Lutz, Iohannis Scotti Annotationes in Marcianum. 

11  Franck Cinato expresses some reservations about attributing the commentary positively to Eriugena on 
the grounds that B is the only witness to the text and that Dutton’s and Luhtala’s comparative evidence 
comes primarily from marginalia in other Priscian manuscripts: a type of evidence, as Cinato amply demon-
strates, that is quite fluid and subject to reworking. Cinato acknowledges the clearly Irish character of the 
commentary but suggests also that it may be the result of an anonymous Irish master. See Cinato, Priscien 
glosé, 411–12, and Cinato, “Marginalia Témoins,” for an analysis of the diffusion of marginalia in manu-
scripts related to B. While Cinato’s caution is merited, I will refer to the commentary in B as Eriugena’s 
throughout this article. The immense qualitative difference in the thought found in the Barcelona com-
mentary and other early medieval commentaries on vox recommends Eriugena as the most likely author.  

12  See Periphyseon, V, 15.397–16.436 (869C–870C); De divina praedestinatione liber, Chapter 1; and Lutz, 
Annotationes in Marcianum, 75–80. 

13  Priscian, Institutionum Grammaticarum Libri I-XII, 5.1-4. “Philosophers define vox as very thin air struck 
or its quality sensible to hearing, i.e. what pertains properly to the ears. And, the first definition is derived 
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Priscian’s definition relies upon Stoic and Peripatetic doctrine. According to Stoic 
grammatical theory, all nouns are corporeal, even abstract nouns like ars (art) and 
disciplina (learning).14 Priscian does not subscribe wholly to Stoic doctrine and 
admixes some Peripatetic elements into his definition by drawing a distinction 
between substance (substantia) and accidents (accidentia). Luhtala has remarked 
that the mixture of the two philosophical systems “result[s] in inconsistent views 
that must be regarded as a weakness in his theory.”15 While the philosophical 
entanglements may make Priscian’s theory of grammar weaker, they nevertheless 
preoccupied grammarians, commentators, and philosophers throughout the Mid-
dle Ages.16 As we shall see in Eriugena’s commentary, the distinction between the 
Stoic views and Peripatetic and Platonic views are clear to him, since he develops 
a twofold analysis of vox following first Stoic principles and then Peripatetic/Pla-
tonic principles. Eriugena finally proposes his own definition of vox, which relies 
on the distinction between corporeal substance and incorporeal substance, sug-
gested by the two philosophical systems present in Priscian. 

4 Eriugena’s first analysis of vox  

Eriugena first analyzes the substance of vox. He equates the Greek aer (air) with 
Latin spiritus (spirit/air) and then introduces a distinction between spiritus tenuis-
simus (very fine air) and corpulentior aer (thicker air). The respiratory system and 
especially the trachea (arteriae) filter out the very fine air, which will become vox, 
from the thicker air with which it is mixed in its natural state. The soul then 
provides a fiery impetus (ignea vi pulsante) to elicit vox.17 The physiological expla-
nation of vox in humans and animals derives from Sedulius Scottus’s In Prisci-
anum commentary and so remains within common exegetical practices of ninth 
century commentators.18  
 Next, Eriugena considers the sensible nature of vox, i.e., its accidental qualities, 
with a set of quotations from Augustine’s De doctrina christiana,19 in which the 
bishop of Hippo lists different types of signs and how they affect the bodily senses. 
In its proper sense, vox is accidental to the ears and hearing, since it is an audible 
phenomenon; but, in an extended sense, vox is also accidental to the eyes in its 
written form. The spoken vox, however, is also an image in Eriugena’s analysis, 
since the mind must grasp what is heard as a concept. To reinforce this crucial 
and programmatic statement, Eriugena quotes from Ambrose’s De paradiso (cited 

 
from substance, but the second is derived from concepts, which the Greeks call ennoia, i.e. from accidents. 
For hearing is accidental to vocal utterance in and by itself.” 

14  Luhtala, Grammar and Philosophy, 86–88. 
15  Luhtala, Grammar and Philosophy, 97.  
16  William of Conches in the twelfth century laments that Priscian “obscuras dat diffinitiones nec exponit” 

(“he provides obscure definitions and does not explain them,” Philosophia, IV, 41). See Jeauneau, “Deux 
rédactions,” 217–18. Luhtala uses William’s words to introduce modern, ongoing disagreements as to 
whether Priscian’s grammatical system is coherent. See Luhtala, “Priscian’s Philosophy,” 121–3. 

17  Luhtala, “Early Medieval Commentary,” 140.  
18  See Sedulius Scottus, In Priscianum, 64.44–65.57. 
19  Augustine, De doctrina christiana, 2.3.4–5. 
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falsely as Augustine in B): “ΝΟΥΣ mens interpretatur. Animum sive mentem 
Greci ΝΟΥΝ dicunt, sensum vero ΕΣΘΕΣΙΝ appellant. Notitia illa, quia intelle-
git mens sensum, ΗΝΝΟΥΑ dicitur.”20 The linking of mind (nous) and sensation 
(aisthesis) within a concept (ennoia) distances the commentary from a strict read-
ing of Priscian’s text. The sense of hearing, in this reading, becomes the site of 
transference from the physical substance of struck air to the solicitation of con-
cepts (ennoiai) in the mind (nous). 
 A general definition of sensation follows, taken from Augustine’s De quantitate 
animae: “sensus est passio corporis non latens animam.”21 For a vox to pertain to 
hearing it must be understood (intelligitur); for understanding to take place the 
vox must be both apparent to the soul and articulated through letters (litterae). 
Therefore, just as the soul gathers the sensations of the body into a unity, so too 
does the soul gather the vox into words that express sensations to others.22 From 
these claims, Eriugena arrives at the same conclusion as Priscian that a vox capable 
of being represented by letters is “articulate” (articulata).  
 The final section of Eriugena’s first definition returns to the distinction be-
tween “thicker air” (aer corpulentior) and “very thin air” (aer tenuissimus). A sur-
prising equation between “fire” (ignis) and “very thin air” (aer tenuissimus) follows 
the claim that fire exists latently in all matter. In Eriugena’s ontology developed 
in the Periphyseon, all created bodies exist as matter (materia) and matter exists as 
an admixture of the four elements. Thus, within any composite body, all four 
elements will necessarily be present. Within the air we breathe to produce vox, 
therefore, there exists a modicum of fire responsible for the substance of vox.23 
The nature of fire, furthermore, is responsible for three phenomena: light (lux), 
heat (calor), and vox, which correspond to the senses of sight, touch, and hearing 
respectively. Since light, heat, and vox are all sensed, they must all be bodies 
(“Haec autem tria sentiuntur, corpora sunt igitur”).24 Whether this is actually the 

 
20  “Nous is translated as mind. The Greeks call nous mind or intelligent soul, but they call sensation aisthesis. 

Ennoia means concept, because the mind understands sensation,” Luhtala, “Early Medieval Commentary,” 
140; Ambrose, De paradiso, 2.11 (271.8–16). In Ambrose’s De paradiso, the mind (nous) is equated with 
Adam and sensation (aisthesis) with Eve. Eve succumbs to the temptation of the serpent because sensation 
is weak without the mind to guide it. 

21  “Sensation is a suffering of a body that does not escape the soul,” derived from Augustine, De quantitate 
animae, 194.3–5: “Quamquam enim omnis passio corporis per seipsam non latens animam sensus sit, non 
tamen omnis sensus istud est.” (“For even though every suffering of the body in itself not escaping the 
soul is a sensation, not every sensation is this [i.e. suffering of the body].”) 

22  Luhtala, “Early Medieval Commentary,” 140–41. 
23  The doctrine of physical matter consisting of a combination of the four elements appears several times 

throughout Eriugena’s magnum opus, Periphyseon, notably in book one, on the composition of the elements 
from quantity and quality (74.2292–2307; 495D–496B) and in book five, on the intellectual, but sensible 
nature of angels (186.6048–53; 993D). The clearest statement regarding the physical composition of air 
comes from an addition to book four of Periphyseon (16.14–18; 751D–752A): “Age enim, si corpoream 
speciem aspexeris, ipsa species in aliqua materia ex qualitatibus quattuor elementorum constituta est; si 
sonum seu odorem senseris, ex aere quattuor elementis composito; similiter si gustum seu tactum, ex 
compactionibus aquae terraeque accidere non dubitabis,” (“Go on then, if you look at a corporeal form, 
the form is constituted in some matter out of the qualities of the four elements; if you sense a sound or 
smell, [it is constituted] out of the air composed of the four elements; likewise if [you sense] a taste or 
touch, you will not doubt it comes about from the joining of water and earth.”)  

24  Luhtala, “Early Medieval Commentary,” 141. 
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case, says Eriugena, is subject to fierce debate among many philosophers and re-
quires a much longer discussion.  
 The programmatic terms substance, accident, sensation, and body will be taken 
up and analyzed individually and greatly complicated in the commentary that fol-
lows. In this first section Eriugena’s conclusions are stated in nuce and with some 
obscurity, though they become clearer in the course of his dialectic. 

5 Eriugena’s second analysis of vox 

In his second analysis of vox, Eriugena considers the definition of vox according 
to its accidents, i.e., the fact that vox is a “sound sensible to the ears” (sonum 
sensibilem aurium).25 Eriugena’s first argumentative move in this analysis is to 
equate “perceptibility” (sensibilitas) with an “accident” (accidens). While the cor-
poreal substance of vox is what is sensed, the quality that allows it to be sensed is 
an accident. The definition according to accidents moves through each of the 
terms used by Priscian. First is “sound” (sonus), which is the genus of all voces, 
since all voces are sound, but not all sounds are voces.26 To determine the “proper 
attribute” (proprium) of vox, Eriugena considers several accidents such as lowness 
(gravitas), harshness (asperitas), and highness (gracilitas), but these accidents apply 
to many different types of sound. Only “perceptibility” (sensibilitas), i.e., the ability 
to be sensed by the human ear, is the proper accident (proprium) of vox.27 
 The remainder of the second analysis compares hearing (auditus) to the other 
senses. Hearing and vision are reciprocal senses because they correspond with the 
substances they sense. Vision is accidental to light and light is accidental to vision; 
hearing is accidental to vox and vox is accidental to hearing. These two senses 
stretch outward and seek out the bodies they sense. Taste, touch, and smell, on 
the other hand, are more passive (although smell does in some cases stretch out-
ward).28 Vox, however, occupies a special place among the senses because it seems 
to be accidental to two senses, hearing and sight. Eriugena is quick to remark that 
physically and according to “perceptibility” vox properly is accidental to hearing 
per se and only accidental to sight “by means of the image of the vox” (per imaginem 
ipsius vocis). In the corporeal analysis of vox, letters are merely symbols of a 
properly spoken vox, but as the analysis of vox continues in different modalities, 
the letter, conceptually speaking, will become important for understanding vox as 
something ideal and incorporeal. 

 
 

 
25  Luhtala prints sonum sensibile aurium erroneously here. The reading sonum sensibilem aurium derives from 

Hertz’s Irish branch of Priscian manuscripts, G (= St Gall, Stiftsbibliothek, MS 904) and K (= Karlsruhe, 
Badische Landesbibliothek, Cod. Aug. perg. 132). The alteration of suum sensibile to sonum sensibilem 
allows Eriugena to make many claims about sound as genus and vox as species. 

26  Luhtala, “Early Medieval Commentary,” 142. 
27  Luhtala, “Early Medieval Commentary,” 142. 
28  Luhtala, “Early Medieval Commentary,” 143.  
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6  Eriugena’s third analysis of vox 

Having provided two analyses that conclude that vox is first and foremost a cor-
poreal, and secondarily a sensible, body, Eriugena begins his third analysis with a 
brief doxology of the definitions of vox. Then, at last, he turns to a second possi-
bility (and the one he endorses) for vox, namely that vox is incorporeal. The first 
philosopher to give vox a definition was Diogenes, who called vox “struck air or 
its quality sensible to hearing” (“vox est aer ictus vel suum sensibile aurium”); a 
second philosopher, Tryphon, added the important qualifier “very thin” (tenuissi-
mus) to air.29 These two definitions from Stoic grammarians pave the way for 
Priscian’s standard, Stoic definition of vox as corporeal. The other possible defi-
nition, that vox is incorporeal, was propounded by the Academicians (following 
Plato) and the Peripatetics (following Aristotle). Here, Eriugena embeds himself 
in the philosophical tradition mentioned by Aulus Gellius. As the poets and writ-
ers discussed by Philippa Bryne elsewhere in this issue legitimated Norman rule 
in Southern Italy by recalling Virgilian myths, Eriugena, too, legitimizes his phil-
osophical approach to vox and grammar by referencing the famous schools of 
Antiquity.30 Both schools of thought, according to Eriugena, consider vox an ac-
cident. “Now if vox is an accident of air and every accident is incorporeal, why is 
it not conceded that every vox is incorporeal?” (“Si enim vox accidens aeris est et 
omne accidens incorporeum est, quare non conceditur quod omnis vox incorporea 
est?”) Likewise, it does not make sense that an incorporeal vox can come about 
from corporeal air.31 Here, Eriugena advances a definition of vox that focuses more 
on its intelligible than sensible aspects. Let the Stoics, physicists, and physicians 
dispute about elements, matter, and anatomy. Despite their definitions and inci-
sive analyses, they do not describe vox as such, only its corporeal matter and the 
bodily organs that bring it about. 
 At this juncture, Eriugena must provide his own definition of vox. In a typical 
move, he provides an idiosyncratic Greek etymology for vox worth quoting in full: 
 

De etymologia nominis quod est ‘vox’ nil aliud probabilius creditur quam ut a verbo Greco 
dirivetur, quod est ΦΩ, quod vertitur in Latinum verbum ‘illumino’. Nam quemadmodum 
lux obscura omnia illuminat atque appetit, sic humana vox, quae litterata vel articulata dic-
itur, occultas animi conceptiones in noticiam adducit certisque litterarum ac syllabarum, 
verborum quoque et sententiarum, rationabilibus motibus discernit. Quid ergo mirum si a 
verbo ΦΩ vox dirivetur, cum a verbo ΝΕΜΩ, quod est ‘distribuo’, nomen dirivari teste 
Prisciano videamus. Nam et apud Grecos a verbo ΦΩ ΦΩΝΗ, id est vox, dirivatur, et dicitur 
ΦΩΝΗ, quasi ΦΩΣ ΝΩΥΣ, id est lux animi. Occultas enim [anim B, animi Luhtala], ut 

 
29  Diogenes Babylonicus was a prominent Stoic in the second century BCE, whose work Tekhne grammatike 

defines vox (φωνή) as ἀὴρ πεπληγμενοϲ (“struck air”). See Stoicorum veterum fragmenta, I.21.30. Tryphon 
was also a Stoic grammarian in the first century BCE, whose works do not survive. 

30  See Byrne, “Virgil in Scholastic Hands,” in this issue. For the gradual encroachment of philosophy and 
dialectic on the study of grammar in the early Middle Ages and beyond, see Gibson, “Milestones.” 

31  Luhtala, “Early Medieval Commentary,” 145. 
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diximus, animi cogitationes [cogitatione Luhtala] ueluti in lucem quandam cognitionis per 
instrumenta sensuum reserat.32 

 
Eriugena’s etymology for vox is quite striking for two reasons. First, an alternative 
etymology by Priscian was available to him. In the Ars grammatica, Priscian gives 
two etymologies: vox comes from either vocare (to call) or from the Greek verb 
βοῶ (I shout).33 Priscian’s etymologies, however, do not allow Eriugena to take a 
crucial step toward intellectualizing vox and rejecting its physical and sonic sub-
stance. He therefore ignores these readily available etymologies for the sake of 
aligning vox with lux (light). The second feature of this etymology is its reliance 
upon a reinterpretation of Greek roots. By replacing βοῶ with φῶ, the word vox 
enters a visual rather than aural paradigm. As Ernesto Sergio Mainoldi has re-
marked, the verb φῶ is a back formation from φωνή (phone, i.e., sound). The actual 
verbal form φῶ comes from φημί (phemi, I speak) and is the first person present 
subjunctive. Thus, Eriugena must have in mind a contracted or alternate form of 
the verb φωτίζω (photizo, I illuminate).34 Strangely, Eriugena returns to the au-
thority of Priscian to confirm his etymology, by citing the verbal derivation of 
nomen (noun) from the Greek νέμω (nemo, I distribute). Now, as the light of the 
mind (φῶc νοῦc, phos nous), vox can fulfil its mediative and intellectual function 
free from the transitoriness of composite matter and the randomness of custom.  
 While vox can be analyzed according to its substance (very thin struck air) or 
its accidents (its ability to be heard), the first definition is unsatisfactory for un-
derstanding vox intellectually. Since substance in itself is ultimately unknowable, 

 
32  Luhtala, “Early Medieval Commentary,” 145: “On the etymology of the name that is vox nothing is be-

lieved to be more probable than that it is derived from a Greek word, which is PHO, which is translated 
as the Latin word ‘I enlighten’. For just as light enlightens and seeks out all that is dark, thus the human 
vox, which is called literate or articulate, brings the dark ideas (conceptiones) of the mind into knowledge 
(notitia) and distinguishes (discernit) them by means of fixed, rational motions of letters, syllables, words, 
and also sentences. Therefore, why be amazed that vox is derived from the word PHO, when we see in the 
text of Priscian that noun (nomen) is derived from the word NEMO, which means ‘I distribute’. For among 
the Greeks, too, PHONE, i.e. vox, is derived from the word PHO, and PHONE means something like 
PHOS NOYS, i.e. light of the mind. For, as we have said, it [vox] opens the dark thoughts of the mind, 
as if into some light of knowledge, through the instruments of the senses.” 

33  Priscian, Institutionum Grammaticarum Libri I–XII, 6.4–5. 
34  Mainoldi, “Vox, sensus, intellectus,” 573. Compare also Eriugena’s comments on physical and intellectual 

sound in music in his Annotationes in Marcianum (192.27–193.8): “EURYDICEM id est suam [Orphei] 
uxorem. Eurydice dicitur profunda intentio. Ipsa ars musica in suis profundissimis rationibus Eurydice 
dicitur, cuius quasi maritus Orpheus dicitur, hoc est ὥριοϲ φωνή, id est pulcra vox; qui maritus si aliqua 
neglegentia artis virtutem perdiderit veluti in quendam infernum profundae discipline descendit, de qua 
iterum artis regulas iuxta quas [scripsi, qua si Lutz] musicae voces disponuntur reducit, sed dum voces 
corporeas et transitorias profundae artis intentioni comparat, fugit iterum in profunditatem disciplinae ipsa 
inventio quoniam in vocibus apparere non potest ac per hoc tristis remanet Orpheus, vocem musicam 
absque ratione retinens.” (“EURYDICE, i.e. Orpheus’ wife. Eurydice means profound contemplation. The 
art of music in its most profound calculations (rationibus) is called Eurydice, whose husband, as it were, is 
called Orpheus, that is horios phone, i.e. beautiful vox. And if this husband loses the power of the art 
through any forgetfulness as if he descends into some hell of profound discipline, from which he brings 
back again the rules of the art, according to which musical voces are arranged, but when he couples corpo-
real and transitory voces to the contemplation of the art, the discovery of the discipline flees to the depths 
because it cannot appear in voces and on this account Orpheus remains depressed, holding onto the musical 
vox without system (ratio).”) 
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only its sensible accidents can render vox sensible and intelligible. The Stoic def-
initions that claim vox is air and therefore a body can tell us what vox is, but these 
definitions cannot account for how vox performs its mediative function between 
our senses, souls, and minds. For this, an account of the letter is necessary. 

7  Eriugena’s analysis of the letter 

Priscian defines the letter thus in his Ars grammatica: 
 

Litera est pars minima vocis compositae, hoc est quae constat compositione literarum, min-
ima autem, quantum ad totam comprehensionem vocis literatae—ad hanc enim etiam 
productae vocales brevissimae partes inveniuntur—vel quod omnium est brevissimum 
eorum, quae dividi possunt, id quod dividi non potest. possumus et sic definire: litera est 
vox, quae scribi potest individua.35 

 

Eriugena begins his commentary on the letter with a thorough analysis of the 
word minima (smallest). He remarks that the word “smallest” relates to the letter 
“quantitatively” (secundum quantitatem) not “substantially” (secundum substan-
tiam). This claim will contrast with other definitions that equate vox and littera 
substantially, i.e., since every vox consists of letters, the substance of littera is 
vox.36 It follows that the substance of vox is not vox, but a certain intelligible 
concept (quaedam intelligibilis res).37 This argument is opaque and relies upon Do-
natus’s earlier Ars maior, a standard grammatical text in the medieval curriculum 
read by every schoolboy. Donatus defines the noun as a “part of speech with case 
signifying a body or thing (rem) properly or commonly” (“Nomen est pars ora-
tionis cum casu corpus aut rem proprie communiterve significans”).38 Priscian, 
following Donatus, also separates the signification of nouns into bodies (corpora) 
and things (res).39 As Anne Grondeux has shown, these definitions form a para-
digm shift in grammatical thinking about nouns.40 Older grammarians like Sac-
erdos (third century CE) distinguish between res corporales (corporeal things) and 
res incorporales (incorporeal things), but the later tradition in Donatus and Pris-
cian distinguishes between corpora (bodies) and res (“things thought”), like ars, 
disciplina, iustitia (art, discipline, justice). Thus, when Eriugena argues that “the 
substance of vox is not vox, but a certain intelligible thing [thought] (rem),” he is 
including vox within a purely intellectual sphere, which can be grasped by the 
mind and understood, just like the substance of created things that escapes sense 

 
35  Priscian, Institutionum Grammaticarum Libri I–XII, 1.3: “A letter is the smallest part of a composite 

utterance (i.e. what exists as a composition of letters), but it is smallest with respect to the whole 
construction of a lettered vox—for even in relation to this [vox] long vowels are found to be the shortest 
parts—or it is what is the shortest of all those things which can be divided, i.e. it is that which cannot be 
divided. We can also define it thus: a letter is a vox that can be written individually.” 

36  Luhtala, “Early Medieval Commentary,” 145. 
37  Luhtala, “Early Medieval Commentary,” 146. 
38  Holtz, ed., Donat, 585.7–8; 614.2–3. 
39  Priscian, Institutionum Grammaticarum Libri I–XII, 2.22. 
40  Grondeux, “Res Meaning a Thing Thought,” 189–91. 
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perception, but can be understood in the mind. The quantity of vox, the minimal 
part of which is the letter, is accidental to the substance of vox, but it is the 
quantitative accident of the letter that is sensed by the ears, not substance.  
 The exact relation between litera and vox with regard to human speech is next 
to be discussed. This class of voces are the so-called voces articulatae (articulate 
voces) and Eriugena conceptualizes them as analogous to human beings. The let-
ters, syllables, and words that articulate a vox correspond to the joints of a human 
body (articuli). Just as these joints form a whole that the rational soul governs, so 
too do letters form a whole that some thought brings to life.41 The life of human 
speech mirrors the life of language in this schema. The body, here corpus or vox, 
is discretely divisible into parts, but the parts are only unified through the rational 
action of a soul for the body, or a thought for vox.42 The argument from analogy 
implicitly links humanity with its ability to communicate rationally using a vox 
composed of discrete letters. 
 The next part of Eriugena’s commentary pertains to Priscian’s qualification of 
the term minima (minimal/smallest) by the phrase “with respect to the whole 
[vox]” (quantum ad totam). That the letter is “minimal with respect to the whole” 
does not imply grammatical comparison, whereby the letter is superlatively small 
in relation to syllables, words, sentences, etc. Instead, argues Eriugena, “every-
thing thought, understood, and investigated in itself is neither small nor large” 
(“Omnis res in se ipsa intellecta inspectaque nec parva nec magna est”).43 Since it 
has already been established that the letter comprises the incorporeal substance 
of vox, it must be understood and not directly sensed. As a res, the letter will 
always be minimal as a part with respect to a whole, which will always be maximal. 
Comparison in the proper grammatical sense can only occur between magnitudes 
of corporeal bodies.44 Moreover, if the letter participated in corporeality (ad cor-
poralem participationem pertinuisset), i.e., if it were a corporeal division of vox, no 
thought could actually take place; for no corporeal body can be reduced to an 
indivisible (“nullum enim corpus usque ad individuum aliquod pervenire 
potest”).45 For Eriugena then, corporeal matter is infinitely divisible. Thus, if vox 
were corporeal it would be infinitely divisible, too. In that case, no letter could 
form an absolutely minimal, discrete unit of analysis. Grammar and, a fortiori, 
thought would not be able to begin since the mind would be unable to divide vox 
rationally—it would only be able to divide ad infinitum. The argument is strik-
ingly similar to Zeno’s paradox of motion (or rather here a paradox of notion).  
 The dialectic now shifts sides as the thesis that vox is a corpus is once again 
entertained. If this is so, then vox per se cannot be reduced to an indivisible. Even 
a vox of a single letter could be infinitely divided. However, since Priscian defines 
the letter as “that which cannot be divided” (id quod dividi non potest), it must 
follow that the letter pertains to “rational division” (rationalis divisio) rather than 
“corporeal partition” (corporalis partitio). An example makes the argument even 

 
41  Luhtala, “Early Medieval Commentary,” 146. 
42  Luhtala, “Early Medieval Commentary,” 146. 
43  Luhtala, “Early Medieval Commentary,” 146. 
44  Luhtala, “Early Medieval Commentary,” 147. 
45  Luhtala, “Early Medieval Commentary,” 147. 
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clearer. Let’s consider an extended vox like a verse of poetry: the verses are not 
split up into corporeal parts, but instead into “intelligible forms” (intelligibiles for-
mae). The verse contains a number of “unit syllable lengths” (numerus temporum), 
syllables, and feet, which are incorporeal “things thought” (res).46 The numerical 
basis of Latin verse is the key to Eriugena’s analysis here. Numbers and numerical 
ratios underlie Latin quantitative verse. Furthermore, number is an incorporeal 
substance that is only understood rationally. Thus, the quantitative analysis of 
verse demonstrates the incorporeal and intellectual substance of vox and litera.  
 The verse is different from the feet that comprise it; the feet are different from 
the syllables and unit times that comprise them; and, finally, the syllables are 
different from the letters that comprise them. Letters, however, have no compo-
sition as intelligibles. (To repeat, as a body, a letter would be infinitely divisible). 
A letter is a “thing thought” (res) “singular and indivisible” (una et individua). Vox 
can only undergo rational division into letters with respect to its intelligible sys-
tem (intelligibilis ratio), not with respect to the vox (qua corpus) of the letter. In a 
telling example Eriugena likens the rational division of vox into letters to the 
division of the genus animal into “human, horse, lion, etc.” (homo, equus, leo, et 
cetera).47 The numerical and quantitative analysis of the previous section has given 
way to a dialectical analysis that subsumes grammatical thought under categorical 
logical thinking. Since it is subject to the categories of dialectic, counterintui-
tively, grammar can stand as an independent liberal art with a foundation firmer 
than custom or fashion. 
 Eriugena continues the comparison between the rational division of the vox 
and the rational division of the human being. “A human being is singular and an 
indivisible thing thought” (unus homo individua res). Even though the corporeal 
human being can be divided infinitely, and its soul may be divided into “being, 
willing, and knowing” (esse, et velle, et scire), nevertheless the simplicity of the 
intelligible substance that defines a singular human being cannot be split into two 
or three new, distinct substances. In just this way, the corporeal vox divides infi-
nitely, while the vox as a letter is intellectually discrete and indivisible.48 
 In the final section of the commentary I discuss in this article, Eriugena must 
harmonize the usual, written form of the letter with the usual, spoken form of 
vox. Priscian notes at the end of his definition that “the letter is a vox that can be 
written individually” (“litera est vox quae scribi potest individua”). We say, how-
ever, that vox is written not per se, but through “its image” (imago sua). Similar to 
light (lux), vox cannot be written “in so far as it is light/vox” (quantum lux est).49 
These arguments present a serious problem: if the letter is simply an image of 
vox, then it cannot immanently signify or communicate thoughts. As a corporeal 
image it would be subject to the same infinite division as the corporeal vox. Yet, 
despite these concerns, Eriugena is ready with an answer, which relies upon the 
earlier definition of the letter as a “thing thought” (res). 

 
46  Luhtala, “Early Medieval Commentary,” 148. The term tempus in metrical contexts means “unit syllable 

length,” the term is also equated with mora “duration of time.” See Schad, Lexicon, s.v. tempus. 
47  Luhtala, “Early Medieval Commentary,” 148. 
48  Luhtala, “Early Medieval Commentary,” 149. 
49  Luhtala, “Early Medieval Commentary,” 149.  
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 The conclusion to the argument for the rational substance of the letter be-
comes clear as Eriugena argues for the lettered composition of vox and its relation 
to the action of writing.  I will quote the philosophical synthesis of vox and litera 
in full: 

 

Non solum autem scriptura vocis ad imaginem pertinet, quae pinguitur in cera aut in mem-
brana, sed etiam ad ipsam scripturam oris. Duobus namque modis scribitur vox: uno proprio 
⟨263v⟩, altero abusivo. Proprie enim scribitur vox cum distinguitur in litteras et syllabas 
atque etiam distinctas orationis partes anima per instrumenta linguae palatique operante; 
abusive autem, cum per quasdam imagines linearum pinguitur atque figuratur. De illo igitur 
primo modo Priscianum dixisse manifestum est. Cum enim naturaliter vox profertur et in 
artheriis promitur, tunc quasi quaedam materies informis esse videtur. Cum autem in lit-
teras et syllabas partesque distinguitur, tunc quodammodo scribi videtur. Ideoque dictum 
est: ‘littera est vox, quae scribi potest individua’, id est scribi potest quantum ad vocem 
corporalem, individua quantum ad substantiam rationabilem; vel magis vere corpus, tam-
quam aperte dixisset magis dicendum est vocem esse corpus quam esse similitudinem cor-
poris. Dicit enim primum ‘quasi corpus aliquod’, non enim dixit corpus aliquod, sed quasi 
corpus aliquod, propter eos qui putant vocem non esse corpus.50 

 

Eriugena reaches the stunning conclusion that vox derives its organization and 
structure from the letter, rationally conceived. In this analysis, the writing of vox 
assumes its proper role, namely writing that takes place within the mouth (scrip-
tura oris). The usual meaning of writing as a practice of inscribing, drawing, or 
etching symbols onto a substrate for the purpose of recording or of making an 
image of a vox in this case assumes only secondary importance. Since the corporeal 
substance of vox is ultimately unknowable, its graphic symbols must likewise be 
unknowable. If the letter merely reproduces vox visually, it signifies nothing ex-
cept a symbol of a sound. Instead, the letter is the manifest operation of the soul 
on corporeal vox. This action imprints discrete, analyzable units onto “unformed 
matter” (materies informis). The “rational substance” (rationabilis substantia) that 
underlies an intelligible vox is therefore the letter. Thus, the letter is causally prior 
to the vox in terms of signification. The system of writing exercised by the soul 
through the body causes signification to occur in language; without such a system 

 
50  Luhtala, “Early Medieval Commentary,” 149. “The writing of the vox does not just pertain to an image 

that is depicted on wax or on parchment, but also to the very writing of the mouth. Indeed, vox is written 
in two ways: one way is proper, the other metaphorical. For vox is properly written when it is distributed 
into letters and syllables and also discrete parts of speech when the soul operates through the tools of the 
tongue and palate; but it is metaphorically written, when it is depicted and given shape by certain images 
of lines. Therefore, it is clear that Priscian spoke of the first way. For when vox is spoken naturally and 
pushed through the trachea, then it seems like it is unformed matter (materies informis). But when it is 
distributed into letters and syllables, then it seems to be written as it were. And therefore it was said: ‘the 
letter is a vox that can be written individually’, i.e., ‘it can be written’ with respect to the corporeal voice, 
‘individually’ with respect to rational substance ; or more truly [vox is] a body, as if he had said more 
clearly: it should be said that vox is a body rather than that it is a likeness of a body. For he says first, ‘as 
if some body’; he did not say ‘some body’, but ‘as if some body’, on account of those who think that vox is 
not a body.” 



 PAUL VINHAGE, “Eriugena and the Entangled Materiality of Vox” 
 

 

  

vox would remain “unformed matter” incapable of communication, or even of 
being sensed.51 
 To return to the beginning of the commentary, the accidents that allow signs 
(signa) to affect human sensation (aisthesis/sensus) must exist as incorporeal, dis-
crete res. The hardline, Stoic position that views vox as purely corporeal is unten-
able for Eriugena because corporeal matter can undergo infinite division. Since 
the mind can only understand indivisible res, it cannot understand vox as corporeal 
matter. Thus, an incorporeal substance found within the accidents of vox must 
guarantee its significative function. First and foremost is the accident of “percep-
tibility” (sensibilitas), but all sound that is sensed is not properly a vox. What 
properly constitutes a vox is the letter qua accident and res. The letter is the in-
divisible guarantor of intelligibility for vox. Because of its indivisibility the letter 
is intelligible to the mind like a form (forma) or like a species within a genus, e.g. 
homo within animal. Thus, the letter becomes the rational basis of vox, the incor-
poreal, discrete, analyzable quantum that underlies rational signification. 
Eriugena’s understanding of the communicative power of vox residing at the junc-
ture of the corporeal and incorporeal, of speech and writing, of the continuous 
and discrete, solves in some way at a logical level the mystery of the word become 
flesh. In Eriugena’s mature thought in Periphyseon, the same mystery will express 
itself throughout creation. Vincent Giraud has shown that Eriugena conceptual-
ized material creation as a paradoxical non apparentis apparitio (“the apparition of 
what is not apparent”), just as “our own intellect, although in itself it is invisible 
and incomprehensible, yet becomes both manifest and comprehensible by certain 
signs when it is materialized in sounds and letters.”52  

8  Eriugenian entaglements in Valenciennes, MS 413 (394) 

The contents of Eriugena’s In Priscianum commentary were known to other 
scholars who annotated and commented on the text of Priscian in the late ninth 
and early tenth centuries. Scholars began to incorporate material from Eriugena’s 
physiological and corporeal analysis of vox as well as statements about the relation 
of grammar to philosophy to the beginning of manuscripts of Priscian’s Ars.53 
However, the trajectory of the reception of Eriugena’s grammatical thought is 

 
51  In book one of Periphyseon, Eriugena clearly states that “unformed matter” is unable to be sensed: “N. Dic 

itaque. Quid tibi videtur de ipsa materia ex qua formata copora fiunt? Nam per se dum sit informis, sensu 
an ratione consideratur? A. Ratione profecto. Nam enim audeo dicere sensu, nam materia forma carens 
nullo sensu corporeo potest attingi. N. Recte respondisti. Sed vide ne diutius de his quae nunc assumperis 
iterum nos interroges. Nam in talibus nimium moramur, cum altiora ad considerationem sui nos inuitent.” 
(79.2445–2452; 499B–C) (“Teacher: So, tell me: What do you think about the matter from which bodies 
with form arise? While it is unformed in itself, is it contemplated by the senses or by reason? Student: 
Surely by reason. I certainly do not dare claim by sensation, for matter lacking form cannot be 
touched/sensed by any corporeal sensation.”) 

52  Giraud, “Being as Sign,” 229–30; citing Periphyseon, 633A–C. 
53  See Luhtala, “Grammar and Philosophy,” 289–93. Luhtala notes twelve manuscripts that contain portions 

of Eriugena’s commentary often reworked and combined with other commentary traditions and glosses 
used in the ninth century. For a recent overview and analysis of the corpus of Priscian glosses in the ninth 
century see Cinato, Priscien glosé. 
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anything but straightforward or linear. The arguments of the In Priscianum com-
mentary become fragmented and entangled with the concerns and preoccupations 
of other grammarians. These later byways and cul-de-sacs of reception exemplify 
the tangled network of source materials and the re-entangling that occurs in new 
grammatical and pedagogical contexts. One such manuscript that partakes in this 
reception network has come to light, containing very similar arguments to those 
found in Eriugena’s commentary. Valenciennes, Bibliothèque Municipale, MS 
413 (394) (saec. IX/X or X inc., NE France (St. Amand?)), referred to here with 
the siglum V, contains a commentary on Donatus’ Ars minor as well as several 
other grammatical texts.54 The Ars minor commentary contained on folios 43–78, 
treats the parts of speech, and then turns to the more fundamental aspects of 
grammar: vox and the letter, at which point the commentary abruptly breaks off 
at the end of a quire. The commentary, like many anonymous grammatical com-
mentaries of the ninth and tenth centuries, consists of a pastiche of quotations 
from authoritative grammarians, such as Priscian, Pompeius, Isidore, and even 
some more obscure grammatical writers, like Murethach, Donatus Ortigraphus, 
and Virgilius Maro Grammaticus.55 Occasionally, however, the commentator for-
wards some interpretations and arguments of his own. 
 During the discussion of vox, taken nearly verbatim (or paene ad litteram) from 
Murethach’s commentary on Donatus’s Ars maior, the Valenciennes commentator 
provides a brief excursus consisting of five syllogisms on the corporality of vox 
followed by a modified set of extracts from Eriugena’s In Priscianum, which will 
be discused below. The syllogisms are as follows: 

 
1.) ⟨70r⟩ Omnis uox inuisibilis est; omne inuisibile corpus non est; omnis igitur uox 
corpus non est. 
2.) Omne corpus sine colore non est; omnis [omne V] autem uox sine colore est; omnis 
igitur uox corpus non est. 
3.) Omnis aer corpus est; omne corpus non est motus ⟨70v⟩; quidam motus sonus, om-
nis uox sonus; omnis igitur uox non est aer, et ideo corpus non est, quamuis corporea est. 
4.) Omnis substantia non est creaturae actus. Quidam actus locutio est; omnis locutio 
[incutio V] audibilis sonus est; omnis uox sonus est; omnis igitur uox substantia non est, 
sed actus et accidens. 
5.) Omnis aer[a] non substantia est; omne corpus in toto maius, in parte autem minus 
est; omnis autem res ne⟨c⟩ in toto maior nec in parte minor est; omnis intersonus, uerbi 
gratia ‘a’ uel ‘e’, nec in toto, id est in auribus totius populi, maior est, nec in parte, id est in 
auribus unius hominis, partis populi, minor est; omnis igitur sonus non est corpus sed res 
est.56 

 
54  The manuscript consists of several distinct codicological units. The first section (ff. 1–47) dates from the 

ninth century and contains a commentary on Prudentius, the second part, where the Donatus commentary 
resides, also contains a text of Priscian’s Insitutio de nomine, pronomine, et verbo. See Bischoff, Katalog, no. 
6399; also, Passalacqua, I codici, no. 626bis; and Holtz, Donat, 407–8. 

55  See the recent edition of the Ars Rivipullensis by Daniela Gallo for a detailed source analysis and commen-
tary on how early grammarians constructed grammars from authoritative excerpts. 

56  Valenciennes, Bibliothèque Municipale, 413 (394), ff. 70r–70v. “1.) Every vox is invisible; every invisible 
[thing] is not a body; therefore, every vox is not a body. 2.) Every body is without color; every vox is 
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These syllogisms differ considerably from Eriugena’s arguments found in his Pris-
cian commentary, but their argumentative thrust aims at very similar ends. All 
five of the syllogisms work toward a single claim, namely that vox is not a body, 
but a “thing thought” (res), relying upon the same grammatical distinction taken 
from Donatus and Priscian. The first two syllogisms establish this by appealing 
to the fact that one does not see a vox, nor does the vox have color, both common 
properties of bodies. The third syllogism defines vox as the motion and sound 
carried in air, not the air itself. A difficulty arises here for the Valenciennes com-
mentator, who must concede that vox is in a sense corporeal (corporea), but not a 
body. This implication is fully unpacked and discussed by Eriugena, but is passed 
over quickly here and subsequently ignored. The fourth syllogism introduces the 
distinction between substance and accident. The action of speaking is an audible 
sound that is accidental to substance, which is probably to be equated with air. 
Like Eriugena’s definition of the primary accident of vox as “perceptibility” (sen-
sibilitas), this syllogism defines vox as wholly an accident. The fifth and final syl-
logism contains the most subtle reasoning (and also begins inexplicably with the 
isolated claim “all air is not substance”).57 Like Eriugena’s arguments concerning 
the minimal quantity and unity of the letter, which is neither small nor large 
when understood or examined in itself, according to the Valenciennes commen-
tator, vox is neither larger nor smaller depending on the size of the crowd that 
hears it, even if it is a short vowel sound (intersonus) like a or e.58 The phenome-
nological analysis of vox as affecting hearers the same regardless of their number 
probably comes from Boethius’ De institutione musica 1.14, where Boethius re-
marks that “when struck air makes a sound, it strikes whatever is next to it and 
somehow drives a circular surge of air, and thus is diffused and strikes the hearing 
of all bystanders simultaneously” (“Ita igitur cum aer pulsus fecerit sonum, pellit 
alium proximum et quodammodo rotundum fluctum aeris ciet, itaque diffunditur 
et omnium circum stantium simul ferit auditum”).59 The circular and simultane-
ous propagation aligns vox with the definition of res, which does not become 
diminished in a part, nor enlarged in the whole—it exists as a simple unity. At 
first glance, the Boethian source material seems to contradict this final syllogism 
because it relies upon aer pulsus, which is defined as a body (corpus) in syllogism 
three. However, since the “struck air makes a sound” (aer pulsus fecerit sonum), the 

 
without color; therefore, every vox is not a body. 3.) All air is a body; every body is not a motion; sound 
is a motion, every vox a sound; therefore, every vox is not air, and therefore it is not a body, even though 
it is corporeal. 4.) Every substance is not an action of a creature. Speaking is an action; every speaking is 
an audible sound; every vox is a sound; therefore, every vox is not a substance, but an action and accident. 
5.) All air is not substance; every body is greater in the whole, but lesser in the part; every ‘thing thought’ 
(res) is neither greater in the whole or lesser in the part; every partial sound, e.g. a or e, is neither greater 
in its whole, i.e. in the ears of a whole crowd (populi), nor is it lesser in the part, i.e. in the ears of a single 
person, i.e. a part of the crowd; therefore every sound is not a body, but a ‘thing thought’ (res).” 

57  The initial claim may be a fragmentary syllogism that would distinguish between the corporeal and incor-
poreal substance of air. 

58  I have been unable to find other instances of the word intersonus in grammatical texts. The sense of the 
word must be “short vowel sound” or “partial utterance,” but it is difficult to say with absolute certainty. 

59  Boethius, De institutione musica, 1.14. 
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aer becomes a motion (here a fluctus) and hence action that strikes the hearers 
simultaneously.60 Thus, vox as the modulation of and action on the air, which can 
affect any number of hearers within a given radius, is a res. 

By shifting focus from the letter to vox as “thing thought” (res), the Valenci-
ennes commentator presents an extreme version of Eriugena’s thoughts about the 
corporeality and incorporeality of vox. Whereas Eriugena carefully distinguishes 
between vox as corporeal substance in air and incorporeal substance in its acci-
dents, notably in the letter, the Valenciennes commentator conceptualizes vox as 
either corporeal or incorporeal. The resulting argumentation is blunter than 
Eriugena’s but arrives at a similar conclusion that what is important and commu-
nicative about vox lies in its ontological status as res rather than as a body. The 
condensed and crabbed style of the syllogism compares unfavorably with 
Eriugena’s sprawling dialectical method, but they do show one entangled vector 
of transmission for his commentary. 

In the Valenciennes manuscript, a highly condensed version of the beginning 
of Eriugena’s In Priscianum commentary is quoted after the syllogisms (fols. 70v–
71r). The same quotation from Augustine’s De doctrina christiana (2.3–4) is used 
to discuss the communicative functions of signs. I have bolded and underlined 
the sections of Augustine’s text that are used by Eriugena and the Valenciennes 
commentator in the following quotation for ease of comparison with the table 
below. 

 

signorum igitur, quibus inter se homines sua sensa communicant, quaedam pertinent ad 
oculorum sensum, pleraque ad aurium, paucissima ad ceteros sensus. nam cum innuimus, 
non damus signum nisi oculis eius quem uolumus per hoc signum uoluntatis nostrae par-
ticipem facere. et quidam motu manuum pleraque significant: et histriones omnium mem-
brorum motibus dant signa quaedam scientibus, et cum oculis eorum quasi fabulantur; et 
uexilla dracones que militares per oculos insinuant uoluntatem ducum: et sunt haec omnia 
quasi quaedam uerba uisibilia. ad aures autem quae pertinent, ut dixi, plura sunt, in uerbis 
maxime. nam et tuba et tibia et cithara dant plerumque non solum suauem, sed etiam 
significantem sonum. sed omnia uerbis conparata paucissima sunt. uerba enim prorsus 
inter homines obtinuerunt principatum significandi quaecumque animo concipiuntur, si 
ea quisque prodere uelit. nam et odore ungenti dominus, quo perfusi sunt pedes eius, sig-
num aliquod dedit et sacramento corporis et sanguinis sui per gustatum significauit, quod 
uoluit, et cum mulier tangendo fimbriam uestimenti eius salua facta est, nonnihil significat. 
sed innumerabilis multitudo signorum, quibus suas cogitationes homines exerunt, in uerbis 
constituta est. nam illa signa omnia, quorum genera breuiter attigi, potui uerbis enuntiare, 
uerba uero illis signis nullo modo possem. sed quia uerberato aere statim transeunt nec 
diutius manent quam sonant, instituta sunt per litteras signa uerborum. ita uoces oculis 
ostenduntur non per se ipsas, sed per signa quaedam sua. ista signa igitur non potuerunt 
communia esse omnibus gentibus peccato quodam dissensionis humanae, cum ad se 

 
60  Ibid., 1.14. 
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quisque principatum rapit. cuius superbiae signum est erecta illa turris in caelum, ubi hom-
ines impii non solum animos, sed etiam uoces dissonas habere meruerunt. 61 

 
In both B and V, Augustine’s text quoted above is shortened to emphasize the 
primacy of vocal communication:  

 
V=Valenciennes Bibliothèque Municipale, 
MS 413, fols. 70v–71r 

B=Barcelona, MS Ripoll 59 fol. 258r. 
Eriugena, In Priscianum, ed. Luhtala, 140 

Signorum igitur, quibus inter se homines sensa 
communicant, quaedam pertinent ad oculorum 
sensus, pleraque ad aurium, paucissima ad 
ceteros sensus, id est motus manuum et 
histrionum. Dant signa oculis et sunt quasi 
quaedam uerba uisibilia; et tuba et tibia et 
cithara radiant signa auribus, odor ad nares, 
corpus ad tactum, sed omnia uerbis comparata 
paucissima sunt. Verba enim prorsus inter 
homines obtinuerunt principatum significandi 
quaecumque animo concupiunt⟨ur⟩, si ea 
quisque prodere uelit. Sed quia uerberato aere 
statim transeunt nec diutius ⟨manent⟩ quam 
sonant, instituta sunt per litteras signa 
uerborum. Ita uoces oculis ostenduntur non per 
se ipsas, sed per signa quaedam sua. 

Signorum quibus inter se homines sua sensa 
communicant, quaedam pertinent ad oculorum 
sensum, pleraque ad aurium, paucissima ad ceteros 
sensus. Item motus manuum et histrionum dant 
signa oculis, et sunt quasi quaedam verba 
[in]visibilia. Et tuba et tibia et cythara dant signa 
auribus, odor ad nares, corpus ad tactum. Sed omnia 
uerbis comparata paucissima sunt. Verba enim 
prorsus inter homines obtinuerunt principatum 
significandi quaecumque animo concipiuntur, si ea 
quisque prodere uelit. Sed quia uerberato aere statim 
transeunt, nec diutius manent quam sonant, ideo 
statuta sunt per litteras signa verborum. Ita uoces 
oculis ostenduntur non per se ipsas, sed per signa 
quaedam sua.62 

 
Likewise, Augustine’s De quantitate animae is used to define sensation (see note 
21 above). And, most telling, the distinctive use of Ambrose’s De paradiso 
(2.11)—wrongly attributed to Augustine in Eriugena’s In Priscianum—provides 

 
61  De doctrina christiana, 2.3-4: “Some of the signs by which people communicate their feelings to one an-

other concern the eyes; most of them concern the ears, and a very small number concern the other senses. 
When we nod, we give a sign just to the eyes of the person whom we want, by means of that sign, to make 
aware of our wishes. Certain movements of the hands signify a great deal. Actors by the movement of all 
their limbs, give certain signs to the cognoscenti and, as it were, converse with the spectators’ eyes; and it 
is through the eyes that flags and standards convey the wishes of military commanders. All these things 
are, to coin a phrase, visible words. But most signs, as I said, and especially verbal ones, concern the ears. 
A trumpet, a flute, and a lyre generally produce not just a pleasant sound but one that is also significant. 
But these signs are very few compared with words. Words have gained an altogether dominant role among 
humans in signifying ideas conceived by the mind that a person wants to reveal. It is true that our Lord 
gave a sign through the smell of ointment by which his geet were anointed, and that in the sacrament of 
his body and blood he signified his wishes through the sense of taste, and that the healing of the woman 
who touched the border of his garment has its significance. But an incalculable number of the signs by 
which people disclose their thoughts consist in words. I have been able to express in words all the various 
kinds of signs that I have briefly mentioned, but in no way could I have expressed all my words in terms 
of signs. But spoken words cease to exist as soon as they come into contact with the air, and their existence 
is no more lasting than that of their sound; hence the invention, in the form of letters, of signs of words. 
In this way words are presented to the eyes, not in themselves, but by certain signs peculiar to them. These 
signs could not be shared by all nations, because of the sin of human disunity by which each one sought 
hegemony for itself. This pride is signified by the famous tower raised towards heaven at the time when 
wicked men justly received incompatible languages to match their incompatible minds.” Latin text from 
CCSL 32, ed. Joseph Martin; English translation from Green, 59-61.  

62  To complicate matters further, a nearly identical excerpted text of De doctrina christiana can be found in 
Paris, BnF, Latin 10290, f. 1v. 
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the Greek terminology for mind (nous) and sensation (aisthesis). The text of Am-
brose’s De paradiso reads: 

 

Namque ante nos fuit qui per uoluptatem et sensum praeuaricationem ab homine memo-
rauerit esse commissam, in specie serpentis figuram accipiens delectationis, in figura muli-
eris sensum animi mentisque consituens, quam αἴσθησιν uocant Graeci, decepto autem 
sensu praeuaricatricem secundum historiam mentem adseruit, quam Graeci νοῦν uocant. 
Recte igitur in Graeco νοῦς uiri figuram accepit, αἴσθησις mulieris. Unde et quidam Adam 
νοῦν terrenum interpretati sunt.63  

 
The commentators in V and B have extracted only the bare equation of aisthesis 
with sensus and noys with mens, The final link between notio and ennoia comes 
from the beginning of Priscian’s Ars grammatica (2.5.3). 

 

V=Valenciennes Bibliothèque Municipale, 
MS 413, fol. 71r 

B=Barcelona, MS Ripoll 59 fol. 259r-v. 
Eriugena, In Priscianum, ed. Luhtala, 140 

Ex Libro Paradyso. noyc. Mens interpretatur 
animum siue mentem, noyn dicuntur Greci⟨s⟩, 
sensus uero eσθaσin appellant. Notio illa, qua in-
telligit mens sensum, ennoyn dicitur. 

Augustinus in libro De paradiso: NOYC mens 
interpretatur. Animum sive mentem Greci NOYN 
dicunt, sensum vero ΕCΘΕCΙΝ appelant. Notitia 
illa, quia intelligit mens sensum, HNNOYA dicitur. 

 
Franck Cinato has found similar textual parallels in the marginalia of Priscian 
manuscripts of the ninth and tenth centuries with the text of In Priscianum in B, 
including this quotation from Ambrose’s De paradiso (found in Wien, Öster-
reichische Nationalbibliothek 114, fol. 3r, and Leiden, Bibliotheek der Rijksuni-
versiteit, BPL 67, fol. 10r).64 It is difficult to disentangle the textual threads of 
transmission in cases such as these. Is Eriugena the originator of these ex-
cerpts/comments found in B, V and other manuscripts, or was there a common 
stock of authoritative excerpts and comments used by many different grammari-
ans? It will be impossible to know without a full study of the transmission and 
dissemination of these glosses.65  

The analysis of the play between sensation, thought, and language ends ab-
ruptly with a quotation adapted from Augustine’s De Genesi ad litteram: “Every 
corporeal vox is uttered by the speaker through the corporeal sense of the listener” 
(“Omnis corporalis vox per audientis corporalem sensum a loquente profertur”).66 

 
63  De paradiso (271.8-16): “In fact, there was one before us who remembered the sin committed by man 

through sensation and pleasure, accepting the aspect of delight in the form of the serpent, establishing in 
the aspect of the women the sensation of thought and mind, which the Greeks call aisthesis, but after 
sensation had been deceived he protected the sinful (in the literal sense) mind, which the Greeks call noyn. 
Therefore, in Greek, noys rightly takes on the aspect of man, and aisthesis that of woman. For this reason 
some have even translated ‘Adam’ as terrestrial noyn.”  

64  Cinato, “Marginalia Témoins,” 552. Cinato also provides an overview of the manuscripts that contain the 
glosses and a full edition of the parallels in his article.  

65  Franck Cinato has given this question its fullest treatment to date in Priscien Glosé. It is currently beyond 
the scope of this paper to consider all the textual parallels of B and V in detail. 

66  Compare Augustine, De Genesi ad litteram, 1.9: “Sed omnis talis vox propter audientis corporalem sensum 
a loquente profertur; ita enim factus est, ut percusso aere sentiat.” (“But every such vox is uttered by the 
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Just as the Valenciennes commentator seems to be setting up a corporeal defini-
tion of vox, he resumes with excerpts from Murethach’s commentary on the let-
ter. 

Even though the excerpts and syllogisms in Valenciennes, MS 413 (394) do 
not contain an analysis of vox and the letter as rich and thorough as Eriugena’s 
commentary on Priscian, they nevertheless show a stage of the diffusion of 
Eriugena’s thought in a more elementary context. Whether the Valenciennes 
commentator had access to the text of Eriugena’s commentary as it appears in 
Barcelona, MS Ripoll 59 is impossible to say. It is often the fate of grammatical 
commentaries in the early Middle Ages to undergo fragmentation and reincorpo-
ration in different manuscript and pedagogical contexts. The Valenciennes com-
mentator may have had access to a manuscript of Priscian’s Ars with Eriugena’s 
commentary copied haphazardly in the margins, or the commentator may have 
had a different recension of Eriugena’s text now lost to us. Whatever the case may 
be, the syllogisms seem to be an original contribution from the Valenciennes 
commentator, whose attempts at recasting the old problem of the corporality of 
vox in a rigidly logical form represent another chapter in the entanglement of 
philosophy and grammar. 

9  Conclusion 

I hope to have shown in some detail how Eriugena approached the problem of 
connecting incorporeal thoughts with the corporeal medium of vox and also how 
Eriugena’s thought influenced a later commentator in the intellectual milieu of 
northeastern France. The distinct doctrines of the Stoics, Platonists, Peripatetics, 
and Epicureans mapped by Gellius in Antiquity had become muddled by the time 
of Donatus and Priscian. These Late Antique authorities then bequeathed to the 
Middle Ages a hybrid theory, capable of being studied and understood from di-
verse doctrinal positions for different educational ends. In many cases, Priscian 
was read as a school author who promised competency in Latin grammar, and 
scholars and educators treated his text as such.67 Eriugena’s commentary on vox is 
by far the most advanced, intricate, and philosophical of the early Middle Ages. 
While material bodies, even though they are sensed, remain fundamentally un-
knowable for Eriugena, the liberal arts, especially grammar and dialectic, shape 
material sounds and letters into discrete, indivisible units that allow the human 
mind to know and understand. 

Scholars and scribes in the tenth and eleventh centuries continued to study 
and comment on Priscian. Like the Valenciennes commentator, these scholars 
had to navigate a welter of sources and authorities, as well as remain sensitive to 
the pedagogical needs of students, teachers, and fellow scholars. Eriugena’s gram-
matical thought influenced the next generations of scholars and poets, notably 

 
speaker on behalf of the corporeal sensation of the listener; for he [man] was made such that he could 
sense when air was struck.”) 

67  Alcuin’s treatment of Priscian is representative. He uses Priscian as an authority frequently in his De 
grammatica (PL 101) and produced an organized set of excerpts mainly from Priscian’s syntactical books, 
seventeen and eighteen, the Excerptiones super Priscianum. 
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Heiric of Auxerre, and then developed in the tenth and eleventh, until, in the 
twelfth century with the Notae Dunelmenses and William of Conches’ magisterial 
commentary on Priscian’s Ars, the philosophical analysis of the fundamental con-
cepts of grammar, vox and littera, received a fresh impetus.68 These texts revived 
and reinvigorated the question at the heart of Eriugena’s grammatical thinking: 
how do we communicate what is inside us? 
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