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Burley’s Commentary on the Politics:
exegetic techniques and political language.
Although known to scholars since the pioneering investigations by Cranz,
 Burley’s Commentary on Aristotle’s Politics never underwent a thorough, comprehensive analysis. The attention devoted to this late work of  the famous English logician and philosopher has been, with the sole, partial exception of Lowrie J. Daly, mainly occasional
. This commentary was either mentioned in general surveys or object of  articles published in miscellaneous volumes. Only few passages from the commentary have been published, relying on a limited number of manuscripts  Such state of affairs contrast with the success enjoyed by the work itself in the XIV and XV century. The most updated list of manuscripts, published in Christoph Flüeler’s monograph about the reception of Politics the Later Middle Ages, enumerates 36 extant copies, not to mention the manuscripts that are now lost, but are known to have existed
. Although it was never printed, Burley’s commentary was handed down to us in much more copies that Albert’s or Aquinas’ commentaries on the same Aristotelian text. Nevertheless, modern scholars devoted much more attention, as obvious, to the works of these latter authors. This apparent paradox cannot be completely explained  referring to the greater fame enjoyed by the two Dominican masters. It could also lie in the diverging expectations of the late medieval reader and of the contemporary historian of medieval political thought. Besides summarizing the results of contemporary scholarship, the present paper will therefore focus on the features that might have attracted medieval readers. and on the peculiarities  that can puzzle nowadays scholars, in order to show the importance of further study on this unedited work.
Results of previous scholarship

 
In his Sitzungsbericht of 1941 Martin Grabmann mentioned Burley and published its dedication to Richard of Bury (beginning with the words Reverendo in Christo) transcribing it from the  manuscript Munich, clm 8402, along with the first lines of the commentary
. S. Harrison  Thomson was the first, however, to attempt at giving a comprehensive  assessment of the commentary, providing a first list of manuscripts, and publishing e certain number of excerpts from the manuscript Oxford, Balliol College, 95
. The series of passages published by Thomson is opened by another dedication to Bury, beginning with the words Ut dicit, that is different in many respects from the one published by Grabmann. In 1947, Thomson was understandably not aware of Grabmann’s contribution. On the basis of the Ut dicit dedication Thomson also outlined a first chronology of the Commentary, that should be dated after the death (1339) of Richard of Bentworth, bishop of London, who, according to Burley himself, had asked him to write an expositio of the Politics, and before the demise of the actual dedicatee of the Commentary, Richard of Bury (1345)
. As far as  Burley’s method is concerned, Thomson notices that the plan, announced in the prologue, to provide the reader with aids such as lists of questiones principales, or of propositiones, is not carried out coherently in the whole book: some elements are lacking in some books, some others are added without being foreseen. According to him, this lack of uniformity could be traced back to an unfinished revision process. Furthermore, Thomson remarks that most of Burley’s commentary consists in a clear, expanded paraphrase of Moerbeke’s text, with very few personal additions. Thomson fails to identify Burley’s sources other than the ones that are explicitly mentioned by the author, but is able to locate the two passages where Burley  refers to the English political situation; in the first one, in fact, he speaks of the parliamentum as playing an important role in the decision-making process together with the king, in the second the rex Anglorum is explicitly mentioned as an ideal king, that is superior in virtue to all his subjects. Thank to his superiority, that is acknowledged by everybody, every subject is happy with his position under the king  and has the impression to co-rule with him
. These two remarks, that will be referred to time and again in the following studies devoted to Burley’s commentary, represent two of the few cases in which the author expresses his own opinion. A rather poor harvest, indeed. Reacting in the same year to Thomson’s paper, Anneliese Maier had little to add about the contents of the commentary, but had made an important discovery concerning the manuscript tradition: the ms. Burghes. 129 of the Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana contains a copy of Burley’s commentary that is dedicated to Clement  VI
. Moreover, she could show that  this manuscript is doubtless the very copy that Burley handed to the pope. In this way we become aware of the rather surprising fact that Burley dedicated the same work to two different personalities, when they were still alive, a circumstance that throws light to the actual meaning of dedications of works in the age of Scholasticism, as Jürgen Miethke pointed out several times
. In addition to that, we posses a new terminus ante quem for the final redaction of the work: the 23rd of November 1343, the date of the epistula dedicatoria.

 When, in the Sixties of the last century, Lowrie Daly focussed his attention on this commentary, he chose to rely on the manuscript discovered by Anneliese Maier. In 1964 he published in the Mélanges Eugéne Tisserand a comparison between Wyclif ‘s and Burley’s ideas about kingship. The choice of the two objects of comparison was not altogether happy, but Daly uses this opportunity to provide scholarly audience with additional information: first and foremost, he shows that Burley heavily relied on Peter of Auvergne, that is, on his Commentary on the Politics, covering, as is well known, books III to VIII. In this way, he realizes that Burley’s paraphrase of Aristotle is, in many cases indeed, a paraphrase of Peter’s literal commentary
. Burley’s opinions can emerge from time to time, in the form of even minimal shifts from Auvergne interpretation of Aristotle’s text, or in the form of brief notanda, that are interspersed  with great parsimony among long passages devoted to a clear rendering of the rather obscure Latin of Moerbeke’s translation. Daly is able to highlight one of these rare manifestations of Burley’s opinion, when he notices that the English master, instead of expressing a preference for hereditary monarchy as Peter of Auvergne had done, maintains rather that each country should follow its tradition. Some years later, writing Some Notes on Walter Burley’s Commentary on the Politics in a miscellany presented to Bertie Wilkinson, Daly  reproduced almost literally a part of his own passages of the previous article, adding some information concerning Burley’s use of lists of important issues discussed or touched upon by Aristotle
. Daly’s interest in what he calls “teaching techniques” resulted in three articles published in Manuscripta between 1968 and 1971
, where he prints the list of conclusiones singled out by Burley in his exposition, be they actually listed separately, or only highlighted as such in the text. Indeed, it seems that even in the presentation copy for the pope Burley – or the scribe in charge - could not achieve a complete consistency in his apparatus of studying tools, so that some books are provided with lists of questiones and conclusiones, other are not. Publishing the conclusiones of book V and VI, Daly discovered that Burley inserts a notandum where he compares principatus divinus and principatus politicus; discussing this obviously not-Aristotelian issue, he supports the idea of a supremacy of the spiritual over the temporal power
. In almost the same years the versatile Italian scholar Mario Grignaschi had published once again the Reverendo in Christo prologue, on the basis of two manuscripts not used by the other scholars,
 and the lines devoted to the definition of civis in Burley’s commentary
. Some remarks on the difficulty of giving an univocal interpretation of Burley’s statements concerning monarchy and parliament are contained in Jean Dunbabin’s contribution to the Cambridge History of Later Medieval Philosophy
. Disappointingly, only  few lines mention Burley in the Cambridge History of Medieval Political Thought, appeared some years later
.

At the beginning of the Nineties, then, Cary Nederman attempted at reconstructing Burley’s “coherent vision” of politics the few remarks scattered in the text
, arguing that it consists in employing the English experience of a “cooperation” between king and nobility as an hermeneutical key to interpret Aristotle text. Focussing on Book III, and in particular on the two passages highlighted already by Thomson, Nederman suggests that a sort of co-rulership of the most important baronial families is Burley’s solution to the problems raised by Aristotle doctrine of kingship. Such a solution, moreover, is inspired by the English political situation of his times, where he sees the growing responsibility of the Parliament in the government of the realm. To Nederman’s remark on could add that, in this way, Burley’s follows the path of previous commentators of the Politics, who were inclined to interpret Aristotle “aporetical” remarks about the superiority of a multitude vis à vis an individual monarch  into an invitation to the king to associate counsellors  and experts to his court
. Like Thomson, Nederman relies on the Oxford ms. Balliol College 95. In the same year, that is in 1992, the second volume of Flüeler’s Rezeption und Interpretation der aristotelischen Politica provided scholars with the most complete list of manuscript of Burley’s commentary; moreover, stressing the existence of three different dedicatory prologues, two of which mention Richard of Bury as the dedicatee, while the third one is directed to the pope, he suggested that the commentary was transmitted in different versions. Flüeler discovered also a fundamental change in Burley’s attitude towards his main source, that is Peter of Auvergne, after Book VI; in the first six books, in fact, Burley uses  the Aquinas-Auvergne commentary as hermeneutical tool, while from Book VII onwards, he confines himself to copy, with minor modifications, Peter’s text
.

After Flüeler’s assessment of the manuscript tradition, any investigation aiming at a substantial improvement of our knowledge of this commentary  of the English master should start from a deep-going analysis in order to ascertain the actual differences existing among the version trying also to establish whether it is possible to reconstruct the different stages of redaction to which Burley himself makes reference in his dedicatory prologue beginning with the words Ut dicit
. To the best of my knowledge, nobody has accepted this difficult and time consuming challenge, although many brilliant scholars also recently mentioned Burley in their studies about the reception of Aristotle’s Politics
. Also the present paper cannot fulfil such a task; it can aim, however, at showing why such a  philological scrutiny could be worth while.
Burley’s exegetic techniques
Since the beginnings of the interest for Burley’s commentary scholars realized that the subdivision of the books into tractatus represented a peculiar feature of Burley’s way of commenting on Aristotle’s Politics. He himself is conscious of this novelty and describes it in both prologues addressed to Richard of Bury Given the strategic role that the divisio textus plays in late medieval commentaries, it is worth while reading once again his words in the Reverendo in Christo prologue: 
Requisivit me vestra paternitas reverenda ut librum politicorum Aristotelis explanarem, dividendo totum librum in libros partiales  et quemlibet librum in tractatus et tractatus in capitula et capitula in partes et partes in particulas secundum diversitatem sententiae, secundum quod in libro Ethicorum et in aliis libris Aristotelis  facere consuevi, ut sententia Aristotelis in dicto libro clarior et distinctior  et evidentior habeatur
. 
Burley’s emphasis on Aristotle’s sententia emerges clearly from the preceding passage: the division in tractatus aims at a better rendering of the “intended meaning” of Aristotle work
.  The prologue Ut dicit tells a different, almost contradictory, story about the origin of the commentary: while according to Reverendo in Domino, Richard of Bury asked Burley to comment on the Politics following the same pattern used for the Nicomachean Ethics, according to Ut dicit Burley himself decided to dedicate to Bury, as a small sign of gratefulness, an exposition that he had already begun at instance of the bishop of London, completing it with new additions. Cranz suggested that Reverendo in Christo could witness to a previous stage of the redaction
; as a matter of fact, at the present state of knowledge, it could be argued also in favour of the opposite chronological relation, arguing that in the second version of the dedicatory letter the memory of the late Bentworth was put aside and the role of the new patron was exalted.  I do not think that this issue can be broached in the present article. At any rate, it is worth noting that also Ut dicit highlights the division in tractatus as a mean of clarifying Aristotle’s sententia, contrasting explicitly sententia and littera:
In exponendo vero textum dividam quemlibet librum in tractatus, et tractatus in capitula, et capitula in partes, et partes in particulas, faciendo istas divisiones  secundum diversitatem sentencie et non secundum quantitatem littere, quemadmodum plurimi diuiserunt
.

Parting company with previous commentators, Burley disregards littera, (in this context the actual length of the textual portion in the original), favouring a more functional way of rendering the philosophical content of Aristotle’s work. Even a  first glance at the structure of Book III of the Politics, that has always attracted scholars’ attention
, can show the results of Burley’s approach, especially when compared with the most influential earlier commentaries:
	Albert the Great

	Thomas Aquinas

	Peter of Auvergne

	Walter Burley

	Cap. I

Ei qui de politia considerat (1274b32)

	Cap. I 

Ei qui de politia considerat

	Cap. I

Ei autem qui de politia etc.

	Tractatus I

Cap. I

Ei qui de politia considerat



	
	Cap. II

Sed forte illi magis (1275b34)
	Cap. II 

Sed forte illi 
	

	Cap. II 
His autem que dicta sunt, habitum est considerare (1276b16) 
	Cap. III

Hiis autem que dicta sunt
	Cap. III 
Hiis autem que dicta sunt. 
	Cap. II (primi tractatus)
His autem que dicta sunt
 

	Cap. III

Circa ciuem autem adhuc restat quaedam dubitatio  (1277b33)
	Cap. IV

Circa ciuem autem etc.
	Cap. IV
Circa ciuem autem etc. 
	

	Cap. IV

Quoniam autem haec determinata sunt

( 1278b6)
	Cap. V

Quoniam autem hec determinata sunt
	Cap. V
Quoniam autem. 
	Tractatus II

Cap. I

Quoniam autem hec


	Cap. V

Determinatis autem hiis, habitum est  (1279a22)
	Cap. VI

Determinatis autem hiis
	Cap. VI
Determinatis autem hiis. 
	Cap. II (secundi tractatus)

Determinatis autem hiis


	Cap. VI 
Sumendum autem prius quos terminos dicunt 

(1280a7)
	
	Cap. VII
Sumendum autem 

	

	Cap. VII
Habet autem dubitationem quid oportet (1281a11)
	
	Cap. VIII
Habet autem dubitationem.
	Cap. III (secundi tractatus)
Habet autem dubitationem


	
	
	Cap. IX
Propter quod et prius (1281b21) 
	

	Cap. VIII
Quoniam autem in omnibus quidem scientiis (1282b14)
	
	Cap. X
Quoniam autem 
	Cap. IV (secundi tractatus)
Quoniam autem in omnibus


	
	
	Cap. XI
Sed ex quibus ciuitas consistit (1283a14)
	

	
	
	Cap. XII 

Propter quod et ad dubitationem  (1283b35)
	

	Cap. IX
Forte autem bene habet

(1284b35)
	
	Cap. XIII 

Forte autem 
	Tractatus III

Cap. I

 Forte autem bene habet



	Cap. X
Principium autem inquisitionis (1286a7)
	
	Cap. XIV 

Principium autem inquisitionis 
	Cap. II  (tertii tractatus), principium autem inquisitionis


	
	
	Cap. XV 

De rege autem qui secundum suam (1287a1)
	

	
	
	Cap. XVI 

Sed forte hec  (1287b36)
	Cap. III (tertii tractatus)

Sed forte hec



As one can easily see, Burley’s reader is made acquainted with a threefold structure of the book, that deal first with the concepts of citizen and city, the second with, second with constitutions in general, third, with king and kingship. This facilitates a quick grasp of the contents of the book, especially in comparison with a division in sixteen chapters (Peter of Auvergne) or in ten (Albert the Great); this does not mean, however, that Burley neglects the previous tradition: not only his tractatus begins at the same point of the text identified as such by Albert and Peter, but also his further subdivisions in chapters use many of the lemmata that had been singled out as marking parts of the text. To sum up, Burley reshapes the results of previous divisiones textus for the sake of a better understanding of the whole. A comparison between the opening lines of the commentary on the third book can show Burley’s achievements from this point of view:

	Peter of Auvergne
	Walter Burley

	 Ei autem qui de politia etc. Postquam Philosophus pertransiuit opiniones antiquorum de politia reprobando eas quantum ad male dicta, approbando autem quantum ad bene dicta, in isto tertio libro prosequitur secundum intentionem suam de ipsa. Et diuiditur in duas partes. Primo enim dat ordinem et modum procedendi. Secundo prosequitur, ibi Eos quidem igitur. Prima in duas. Primo probat quod debentem considerare de politia oportet considerare de ciuitate prius. Secundo ostendit quod debentem considerare de ciuitate, oportet considerare de ciue, ibi Quoniam autem ciuitas. Prima in duas, secundum quod probat primum per duas rationes. Secunda ibi Politici autem. In prima dicit quod debentem considerare de politia qualibet secundum rationem, puta quid est, scilicet secundum genus, et qualis, scilicet secundum differentiam, utrum bona uel iusta siue recta, oportet considerare de ciuitate
. 

	Ei  qui de politia . Iste liber tertius, qui specialiter et principaliter est de regno et rege, continet tres tractatus. In primo determinat de ciuitate et ciue. In 2° ibi: Quoniam autem haec determinata sunt ; determinat de policiis et principatibus in generali. In 3° ibi forte autem bene habet  determinat specialiter de rege et regno .Tractatus primus continet 2 capitula in quorum primo ostenditur quid est ciuis et quid ciuitas et a quo habet ciuitas unitatem; in 2° capitulo ibi hiis autem que dicta sunt habitum est mouetur et soluitur quedam questio circa uirtutem ciuis: an sit eadem uirtus boni uiri et ciuis studiosi. Capitulum primum continet 5 partes. In prima ostendit his esse determinandum de ciuitate et ciue et ordinem determinandi de hiis. In secunda ibi : eos quidem ostendit de quo ciue hic intendit. In tertia parte ibi : ciuis autem simpliciter ponitur diffinitio cuius simpliciter et etiam ciuitatis ; in 4a parte ibi : determinant autem   remouet unam falsam opinionem circa quiditatem ciuis. In 5a parte ibi dubitantur quidem mouetur er soluitur quedam dubitatio circa unitatem ci//f. 33rb//uitatis. Prima pars continet duas particulas. In prima narrat quod uolenti considerare de policia primo oportet scire et considerare quid est ciuitas In 2° particula ibi Quoniam autem ciuitas ostendit ordinem considerandi de ciuitate et ciue quod prius est determinandum de ciue quam de ciuitate. In prima ostendit philosophus inquirendum esse quid est ciuitas et quid est ciuis et continet 2 particulas . In prima narrat quod uolenti considerare de politia primo est ostendendum quid est ciuitas. In secunda particula, ibi: quoniam autem ciuitas, ostendit  ordinem considerandi de ciuitate et ciue qui  est quod prius est determinandum de ciue quam de ciuitate
. 



In the prologue Ut dicit Burley adds that he has distinguished, where it was necessary, among three kinds of parts: inquisitiva, narrativa and declarativa, because not every statement in the Politics expresses the standpoint of the Philosopher. Very often, some claim are formulated for the sake of discussion, in order to confute them. To describe this state of affairs, Burley says that not every sentence is autentica, and therefore he will highlight what can be quoted as Aristotle’s own authoritative opinion and what cannot: 

Et quia Philosophus quandoque procedit dubitando, quandoque narrando et quandoque declarando, distinguam capitula ubi opus est in partem inquisitivam, narrativam et declarativam, ut per hoc poterit sciri quod dictum Aristotelis debet allegari aut recipi tamquam textum. Non eni quodlibet dictum Aristotelis in libris suis est autenticum, Que anim in dubitacionibus dicuntur non dicuntur semper ex intencione Unde quod dicitur in parte declarativa aut narrativa tamquam autenticum est tenendum
 .

Taking another example from Book III,  in the fourth  chapter of the second tractatus, and more specifically in the first particula of the third part of this chapter, Burley underlines that Aristotle, after confuting the opinion of the ancient, will “declare” the principle that the ruling positions should not be distributed according to excellence in any quality an individual can possess, but only according to excellence in qualities that are pertinent to politics
. In the third Tractatus (ch. II, pars 2, part. 3) he identifies the passage beginning with quoniam autem evenit as a pars narrativa
. Towards the end of the same book (tract. III, cap. III,  pars), according to Burley the Philosopher “narrat” the way in which an individual can reign over others
. Needless to say, Burley is also very careful in adapting Aristotle’s “aporetical” way of arguing to the form of the medieval quaestio, distinguishing between argumenta pro and contra
. The text quoted in the footnote speaks of a quaestio principalis that is discussed by Aristotle: as a matter of fact, in the prologue Ut dicit Burley declares his intention to list, at the beginning of each book, the questiones broached and solved in it. Although he is not always consistent with this intention, in Book III he actually lists some questions, referring to the portion of the text where they are discussed, and anticipating Aristotle’s solution. It is not surprising that such a list  shows many affinities with the questions-lists from commentaries per quaestiones, although Burley tends to be more selective and to confine himself to some core-issues debated in the book. Although limited to Book III, the following synopsis, where the term of comparison is one of most influential quaestiones-commentaries, that of Peter of Auvergne show affinities and divergence. One notices that Peter poses more questions (27 instead of 17), but often Burley formulates them in a broader way, so that one quaestio of his list can correspond to more items in Peter of Auvergne.
	Peter of Auvergne

	Walter Burley


	Utrum considerantem de policia oportet considerare prius de civitate
	quid est ciuis

	Utrum considerantem civitatem oportet prius considerare de cive
	quid est ciuitas

	Utrum sit civis simpliciter, qui potest partecipare principatu consiliativo et iudicativo
	

	Utrum civis unius racionis sit in omni policia
	

	Utrum civitas a principio usque ad finem maneat eadem numero.
	a quo ciuitas est una

	Utum civis inquantum huiusmodi per se sit aliqua virtus
	

	Utrum civis sit una virtus secundum omnem politiam
	

	Utrum civis studiosi et viri optimi sit eadem virtus
	Utrum sit eadem uirtus boni uiri et ciuis studiosi

	
	Utrum  principantis et subiecti sunt uirtutes diuerse secundum speciem

	Utrum principans in principatu dispotico intendat bonum commune
	

	Utrum principans in principatu yconomico intendat bonum subditorum
	

	Utrum politie distinguantur secundum distinctionem finis
	Que sunt per se differentie politie democratice et oligarche, utrum multitudo et paucitas uel diuicie et paupertas

	Utrum secundum distinctionem principantium conveniat policias distingui
	

	Utrum politie sint multe
	Quid est illud ex quo sumitur iustum simpliciter in policia uel ciuitate

	Utrum homines ut in pluribus sint pravi iudices de se ipsis
	

	Utrum melius sit principari paucos virtuosos vel multitidinem in civitate
	Quid debet rationabiliter esse dominans in ciuitate: utrum multitudo uel unus 

	Utrum oportet multitudinem principari principatu maximo in civitate bene ordinata
	

	Utrum civitati expediat multitudinem eligere et corrigere principem
	

	Utrum principatus debeat distribui secundum dignitatem et excellentiam diviciarum
	Secundum cuius boni excessum debent distribui principatus

	Utrum in distributione principatus debeat attendi ad excellentiam ingenuitatis
	

	Utrum distribuendus sit principatus secundum excellentiam potentie
	

	
	Utrum legislator inferendo rectissimas leges debet plus attendere ad conferens melioribus uel ad  conferens toti multitudini

	Utrum aliquis excedens alios in aliquo bono sit ponendus esse non civis
	Utrum excedens sine comparatione omnes alios in potentia et uirtute debeat principari

	
	Utrum in optima politia sine comparatione excedens alios in uirtute debeat expelli uel relegari

	
	Utrum uniuersaliter expediat ciuitati et regno regi a rege uel non

	Utrum melius sit civitatem regi optimo viro vel optimis legibus
	Utrum melius sit regi ab optimo rege uel ab optimis legibus

	Queritur de sufficientia modorum regni
	

	Utrum, in quibus lex non determinat, melius sit civitatem regi  pluribus vel uno
	Utrum melius sit quod plures principentur uel unus solus

	Utrum melius sit regem vel principem assumi per generationem vel electionem
	Utrum melius sit habere regem secundum successionem hereditariam uel secundum electionem

	Utrum melius sit civitatem regi uno vel pluribus
	Utrum oportet regem habere robur et potentiam ad puniendum inobedientes et malos


Along with questiones principales, the reader finds, mostly at the end of the books, Burley promises, in the prologue, lists of propositiones notabiliores, concerning matters that often topics of conversation among people, as an aid for memory. It is noteworthy that such propositiones are not the same as the conclusiones studied  and published by Daly
, so that the reader is also provided with a rich set of memory aids  of the kind investigated by Jacqueline Hamesse in many articles
. 

In the dedicatory letter to the pope, however, referring to both his commentaries (on the Ethics and the Politics), Burley stresses his hermeneutical efforts in a different way, emphasizing not only to have solved questions and doubts that one could raise about the text, but also that he has “reduced” Aristotle’s text to conclusiones sillogistice certae
. It would be superfluous to refer to many passages where the English master makes explicit the syllogistic structure to Aristotle’s reasoning, or even imposes a syllogistic pattern to it. One passage, however, where I emphasized the use of technical terms in the logic of consequences, can be usefully compared with the parallel commentary by Peter of Auvergne.
	Aristotle, III, 1283a3-10
	Peter of Auvergne
	Walter Burley 



	Adhuc secundum hanc rationem omne bonum ad omne utique erit comparabile; si enim magis aliqua magnitudo, et totaliter utique magnitudo adaequabilis erit et ad divitias et ad libertatem; quare si plus hic differat secundum magnitudinem quam hic secundum virtutem et amplior virtutis magnitudo totaliter excedit, erunt utique comparabilia omnia; tanta enim magnitudo si valentior tanta, tanta palam quod aequalis; quoniam autem hoc impossibile...


	Deinde cum dicit Adhuc secundum hanc. Ponit tertiam rationem. Et est ducens ad impossibile. Et diuiditur in duas. In prima ponit rationem. Secundo destruit consequens quod sequitur, ibi Quoniam autem impossibile. In prima dicit quod si distributio principatus fiat secundum excessum cuiuslibet boni, tunc omne bonum erit ad omne bonum comparabile, et secundum magis et minus, et secundum equale. Sed hoc est falsum, quare et primum. Quod autem ita sit declarat Philosophus. Quod uero omne bonum sit ad omne comparabile secundum magis et minus, si distributio principatus fiat secundum excessum cuiuslibet boni, hoc manifestum est, et ideo Philosophus hoc non declarat, sed quod sit comparabile secundum equale. Si enim sint duo, et unus excedat alium in nobilitate et pulcritudine, manifestum quod sunt comparabilia secundum magis et minus. Similiter secundum equale, quia si ab eo quod excedit alium auferatur illud in quo excedit, manifestum quod residuum erit equale. Si enim aliqua magnitudo sit maior altera, si auferatur ab ea in quo excedit alteram, totaliter erit equalis ei. Eodem modo est considerando ad diuitias et ad libertatem: si enim aliquis excedat alium in nobilitate et diuitiis et libertate, si amoueatur illud in quo excedit, manifestum quod erit equalis. Et ex hoc manifestum est quod si isti duo sic se habeant, quod magnitudo boni unius plus excedat uirtutem alterius quam alius secundum uirtutem, si addamus uirtutem ampliorem, manifestum quod iste excedet in uirtute. Quare manifestum est quod omnia bona ad omnia si sunt comparabilia, et secundum magis, et secundum minus, et secundum equale. Si enim tanta magnitudo sit maior altera, amoto illo in quo excedit, residuum erit equale.
Deinde cum dicit Quoniam autem. Destruit consequens. Et dicit quod hoc est impossibile, scilicet, quod omnia bona sint comparabilia secundum equale, et magis et minus. Et ratio huius est quia comparabilia oportet esse unius speciei, sicut dicitur septimo Physicorum
.


	Adhuc secundum hanc rationem 3° probatur conclusio sic: si secundum excessum cuiuslibet boni essent principatus distribuendi tunc omne bonum omni bono esset comparabile secundum magis et minus uel secundum equale quia omne bonum alteri comparatum esset magis bonum illo uel minus bonum uel equale; sed hoc consequens est falsum, scilicet quod omne bonum est omni bono comparabile secundum magis et minus uel equale ; quod probatur : quia si omne bonum est omni bono comparabile secundum magis et minus, sequitur quod omne bonum est omni bono comparabile secundum equale; consequens est falsum, ergo hec est falsa: omne bonum est omni bono comparabile secundum magis et minus uel secundum equale, quia secunda pars est falsa et prima pars disiunctiue que est antecedens infert secundam, ergo utraque pars prime disiunctiue, que est consequens est falsa, Quod autem sequatur ‘omne bonum est omni bono comparabile secundum magis et minus’ ergo ‘omne bonum est omni bono comparabile secundum aequale’ probat Philosophus sic: si quecumque duo bona comparentur adinuicem secundum magis et minus, si ab eo quod excedit abscindatur eccessus, scilicet illud in quo excedit, residua erunt equalia, ut quia 10 excedunt 8 in duobus, ideo si a 10 abscindantur  2, residua sunt equalia, scilicet 8.//42ra// et 8 ; et sic patet quod omnia comparabilia secundum magis et minus possunt fieri comparabilia secundum equale ; et sic patet quod hec consequentia “omne bonum est omni bono comparabile secundum magis et minus, ergo secundum equale” <tenet> et falsitas huius consequentis, scilicet quod omne bonum est omni bono comparabile secundum magis et minus, ergo secundum aequale probatur sic: omnia comparabilia sunt eiusdem speciei ut patet ex 7 Physicorum... 





The preceding example shows how elaborate the explanation of a passage from the Politics could become. Undoubtedly Burleys draws inspiration from Peter, as many clues (including the same reference to the Physics) suggest, but develops  the logical analysis further. 


To reach his aim, however, Burley also put some limits to his hermeneutical enterprise. First of all, as the prologue Reverendo in Christo explains in detail, he not only abstained from a new translation from the Greek (that seemingly had been requested by his patron), but also from commenting on Aristotle’s historical examples. He justifies himself admitting his ignorance of the Greek leaving his task to Bury himself, whose linguistic knowledge he praises
. In a passage quoted by Cary Nederman, he also remarks that the proper function of examples is nullified when they refer to situations that are unknown to the reader
. References to Greek culture and Greek history are therefore reduced to the minimum. A comparison of the ways Peter of Auvergne and Walter Burley comment on the passage where Aristotle makes reference to the myth of the Argonauts is particularly telling. 
	Aristotle, III, 1284a22-25
	Peter of Auvergne
	Walter Burley

	fabulatur autem et Argonautas Heracleam dereliquisse propter talem caussam : non enim voluisse ipsum ducere Argo [id est navem] cum aliis tamquam excedentem multum nautas
 
	Deinde cum dicit Fabulatur autem. Declarat hoc idem per tertium. Et dicit quod narratur quod quidam naute dicti Arguonate ab Argo, id est naui, noluerunt recipere unum alium dictum Eracleam propter consimilem causam. Iste enim Eracleas multum excedebat Argonautas in arte nauigandi

	Item probatur per hoc quod fabulatur quosdam nautas noluisse recipere quemdam immo ipsum recusabant eo quod nimis excedebat eos in illa arte
.



It is therefore  not surprising that one on the usual components of the medieval commentary, that is the expositio textus, is almost completely missing in Burley’s commentary, as a consequence of an hermeneutical approach that privileges a clear account of the basic tenets and of the main arguments. In this highly selective approach, some peculiarities of the original text by Aristoteles are almost completely ignored, while entire passages are not even taken into consideration. In this way, Burley provides his reader with a text that, although containing a careful divisio, could potentially be read also without  having recourse to the original of the Latin translation. 
A study tool

From this point of view, one should at least raise some doubts concerning the actual origin of such a work in the teaching praxis. Some specialists, such as Grabmann and  Daly,  seem to take for granted that Burley’s commentary resulted from a course; Grabmann speaks of a “für die Zwecke der Schule geschriebene Auslegung“
, while one of the paragraphs in Daly’s article bears the title „teaching techniques“
. As a matter of fact, however, many elements could suggest a different interpretation. As already remarked, the absence of a systematic treatment of the expositio textus is not likely in context of an actual teaching activity; no passage seems to hint to a “classroom situation”. Furthermore, it is difficult to figure out in which institutional context a master of theology in his advanced years could have delivered a course on the Politics even though we know that in the same years he held a dispute on philosophical issues while spending some time in Bologna
. Thirdly, none of the prologues handed down to us makes reference to a teaching activity, while the witness of the few examples inserted in the text is far from univocal. As a matter fact, in her article on the reception of the Politics, Jean Dunbabin claims that his examples made clear that Burley thought of an audience of English students
. This can be likely for the almost always quoted reference to the English king, but at the beginning of the same Book III, in passage published some years ago by the late Grignaschi, discussing the problem of the identity of a city, we find reference not only to France and to Paris, but even to the rivers Seine et Loire, which is at least surprising in an English milieu
. The same names appear in different manuscripts, bearing different prologues, so that the presence of French geography instead of the English one can not be traced back to the initiative of a French scribe, but seems to belong to the core of the manuscript tradition
. Lacking a critical overview of all the manuscript witnesses, it is impossible, as for now, to go beyond hypotheses. Although we are not entitled to rule out the possibility that Burley, who had been master of theology in Paris, indulged in a sort of xenomania, one could suspect that, as he attests for his commentary on the Nicomachean Ethics
, it existed an earlier draft of the work (or a part thereof), dating back to a period time of Burley’s biography
, when a reference to Paris than to London would have been much more obvious.
Leaving such speculations to the future, when more information about the textual tradition is available, evidence collected so far strongly suggests that Burley succeeded in writing an highly appreciated commentary on the Politics, that rather than being developed from the teaching praxis
, was thought as a study tool, offering a facilitated access more to Aristotle’s ideas expressed in the Politics, than to the text itself. He pursued his goal leaving aside useless references to a history and a culture almost unknown even to the learned public of his time, casting  Aristotle’s intricate way of arguing in the more familiar framework of medieval syllogistic and theory of consequences, providing the reader with memory aids. To a certain extent, one could compare the function of Burley’s commentary to the role played Giles of Rome’s De regimine principum, that at an earlier stage of the reception Aristotle’s moral philosophy as a whole, served also as a study tool, that could even take the place of direct knowledge of the circulating Latin translation, as Concetta Luna and Charles Briggs have already shown
.
The success that Burley undoubtedly scored in the Late Middle Ages with this commentary (even more than with his commentary on the Ethics
), could be explained by the fact that he produced a practical, very useful tool, that met the needs of a relatively vast readership. From this point of view, bishop Bentworth played the role of the spokesman of a wider public
. In fact, this commentary not only survives in many manuscript copies, but is also known to have exerted an influence on later commentators, such as Raimundus Acgerii and others
, but also on compendia 
.
Notandum est: between exegesis and originality

Synthesis may well be one of the features  that contributed to the success of Burley’s commentary; it also caused, however, dismay in modern scholars. Daly laments time and again that he is a “laconic writer” and  finds “sad” that he did not care to replace Aristotle’s examples with his own
. A barely dissimulated disappointment emerges from his contribution  and one is reminded of the witty remark by Ulrich Meier, according to whom medieval commentaries on the Politics are a “spröde Quelle”
. Such a disappointment could, however, be caused by wrong expectations. Some modern readers seem to expect from medieval commentators that they apply Aristotle to the political realities of their time. In all evidence, however, this is not their intention, as Christoph Flüeler rightly pointed out
. Rather, they aim at reconstructing the theoretical framework of Aristotle’s political thought, a scientia politica, that is valid for every situation: examples from the past of from their contemporary political contest play a very subordinate role. The Sitz im Leben of their hermeneutical activity emerges almost indirectly, through the implicit presuppositions that influence their understanding of Aristotle. Nor we can expect such commentators to develop their own political theory while commenting on Aristotle. Other literary genres, at Burley’s time for example the de potestate pape treatises
, are more likely to become a means to formulate a full fledged theory, or at least to argue in favour of a political stance
. In the context of a literal commentary of this kind, the expression of the personal views of the commentator was usually confined to the notanda
. This implies that the modern scholar can, at the most, collect scattered remarks that hardly constitute what could be considered a systematic account. In Burley’s case, we can grasp that he was a supporter of the monarchy both as a constitutional form and as a specific institution of his country, although, in principle, he does not prefer its hereditary form to the elective one
. We also know that he adhered to a rather “papalist” interpretation of the relationship between temporal and spiritual powers
. A closer scrutiny of all the notanda could add some information to what we know of his understanding of  Aristotle’s political doctrine. I confine myself to some examples. Thomson noticed that in his Commentary on Book VII Burley refers to Peter of Auvergne, but missed the opportunity offered by this clue, because, mislead by the meteorologic subject of this quotations As matter of fact, a comparison shows that the English master here refers explicitly to the commentary he had been tacitly plundering since the beginning.  

	Peter of Auvergne
	Walter Burleigh

	Sunt autem uenti orientales saniores, quoniam plurima materia ipsorum plus moratur sub uia solis; et ideo calidiores sunt secundum Philosophum secundo Metheororum
.


	Notandum est hic secundum Petrum de Alvernia quod materia ventorum orientalium plurimum stat et moratur sub via solis, et ideo sunt calidiores secundum philosophum secundo Metheororum
.


The English master devotes a rather long notandum to solve the apparent contradiction between Aristotle’s claim that the civitas is self-sufficient and the everyday experience that cities need the help of one another. Surprisingly, Burley explains this contrast putting the blame on the corruption of human desires, that long for superfluous goods. If human beings were content with the necessaries of life, the civitates would be self-sufficient. The Philosopher, he claims, is right because he refers to nature; the actual practice of the citizen, on the contrary, is the effect of a corruption of this nature
. The pattern of thought inspiring Burley’s explanation is strongly reminiscent of the Christian doctrine of the Fall, although he doe not mention the concept of sin at all. Needless to say, having recourse to the idea of corrupted nature to explain a widely spread practice that contrasts with theory seems a “not aristotelian” way to support a claim of Aristotle’s. 

Sometimes, notanda raise questions that the modern reader would hardly judge relevant for a political discussion. For example, Burley perceives a conflict between Aristotle’s genetic account of the origin of the civitas from the domus and the doctrine of the eternity of the world. A similar incongruity exists, to his eyes, also with Aristotle’s explanation of the institution of money. The English master objects that, if the world is eternal, domus, civitates, pecuniae must have always existed. Interestingly enough, in his solution Burley does not question the doctrine of the eternity of the world, that he sees as genuinely Aristotelian, but tries to save the overall consistency of the Philosopher suggesting that he must have meant, while describing the growth of city from the household, not and absolute beginning of such communities, but rather a relative one Here Burley has recourse to the idea of a diluvium. According to his interpretation, Aristotle was speaking of  the formation of civitas after a certain flood: “determinatum diluuium” 
.. In all evidence, Burley is not necessarily referring to the biblical deluge, but rather to a natural catastrophe, that happens time and again in the eternity
.
Concluding remarks


Flüeler used once an happy metaphor, writing that that modern scholars tend to read medieval commentaries on the Politics “against the nap”
. In fact, the intended goal of the commentator, to explain correctly Aristotle interests nowadays students of political thought less than his peculiarities, his idiosyncrasies, his shortcomings. If we focus only on this aspects, however, we risk to miss the features that made a commentary interesting for the medieval public. To the satisfaction of scholars such as Gianfranco Fioravanti
, Albert the Great was not a “laconic writer” as Burley, but manuscript evidence clearly shows that the English master reached a wider audience in the Middle Ages. In assessing the relevance of a medieval commentary on the Politics we should therefore emancipate ourselves from the modern standards of originality, and take into consideration that “polarity” between tradition and originality that is distinctive of this genre, as Francesco Del Punta clearly pointed out
. Burley’s Expositio should be read in a tradition, and especially on the background of the so-called Aquinas-Peter of Auvergne commentary, that has been identified as its main source. Burley’s leaning on this previous commentary has often discouraged  modern scholars. This can be justified for the parts in which he limits himself to copy Peter of Auvergne. For the rest of the work, however, one should bear in mind that it is rather unusual that a medieval commentator fulfils his task without helping himself with a previous commentary, especially when it enjoyed the position of “standard” commentary, as it was the case for the Aquinas-Auvergne one. Burley’s contribution can be truly appreciated comparing methodically his text with its model, evaluating changes and shifts in structure and content. Only on this background its peculiarities and its originality become, so to speak, visible. One could legitimately raise the question, however, of the relevance of this contributions beyond the narrow boundaries of the exegesis of a text by Aristotle. One possible answer is that literal commentaries on the Politics are usually not carriers of debates in political theory, but contribute to the shaping of the language and o the conceptual tools that are then implemented in some milestones of the history of political thought. Just to make an example, the first dictio of the Defensor Pacis would hardly be thinkable without the tradition of the commentaries
, but also Ockham’s Dialogus, in its third part, owes much to the Aquinas-Auvergne commentary
. Burley’s own work, with his remarkable diffusion, contributed to the development of  the medieval Aristotelian political language
, that was one of the constituents
 of political theory in the last decades of the Later Middle Ages.
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