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Abstract
This article identifies and edits Drama tragicum de Maria Augusta Othonis III Im‑
peratoris conjuge, an anonymous Neo-Latin tragedy preserved in Paris BnF lat. 8437. 
The drama, offering a mediaeval reworking of the Phaedra motif of illicit desire and 
false accusations of rape, is here attributed to Nicolaus Vernulaeus (1583–1649), the 
most prolific and successful playwright-professor of the early modern University of 
Leuven. Drawing on manuscript evidence and Vernulaeus’s own dramatic practice, 
the article reconstructs the play’s original context and argues for its place within his 
political and moral didactic theatre. By correcting a long-standing misidentification 
of the manuscript, this study not only expands Vernulaeus’s oeuvre—long known 
exclusively through his printed historical tragedies—but also contributes to a fuller 
understanding of Leuven academic drama and the institutional culture in which 
Vernulaeus operated.
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1. Introduction

Around 1630, Erycius Puteanus (1574–1646), who succeeded Justus Lipsius (1547–
1606) as professor of Latin at the prestigious Collegium Trilingue in Leuven, was in‑
vited to attend a Latin tragedy performed at the local Augustinian school.1 This play, 
written by the young Augustinian teacher Theodorus Wallaeus (c. 1604–1635) was 
titled Divinae iustitiae theatrum sive Maria Othonis III. Imp. uxor, tragoedia.2 As the 
subtitle suggests, the drama was set at the court of Holy Roman Emperor Otto III 
(980–1002). Today, this mediaeval tale is perhaps best known from The Justice of 
Otto III, a diptych painted by Dirk Bouts (c. 1410–1475) for Leuven’s city hall. Per‑
haps this local artwork is even where the Leuven Augustinian originally found in‑
spiration for his play.

The story about Otto III belongs to a long tradition of narratives centred on il‑
licit desire and false accusations of rape. One of the earliest examples appears in 
the Hebrew Bible, where the patriarch Joseph, enslaved in Egypt, is falsely accused 
after rejecting the advances of his master Potiphar’s wife. In classical antiquity, the 
theme was famously dramatized in Euripides’ Hippolytus and Seneca’s Phaedra, 
where Phaedra’s unrequited passion for her stepson leads to fabricated charges of 
sexual assault and, ultimately, the ruin of both titular characters. A similar motif ap‑
pears in late antiquity at the court of Emperor Constantine the Great (c. 272–337), 
where accusations of adultery led to the execution of his wife Fausta (?–326) and 
son Crispus (c. 300–326). In the case of Otto III, finally, legend had it that his wife, 
Maria of Aragon, made comparable advances toward one of his virtuous courtiers. 
When rebuffed, she accused the count of assault. He was convicted without a fair 
trial and beheaded—a scene depicted on the left panel of Bouts’s diptych. The right 
panel illustrates the rest of the story: the count’s widow confronts the emperor and 
proves her husband’s innocence through a trial by fire. Emerging unscathed, she is 
vindicated, the emperor repents, and Maria is punished for her false accusations.

The combination of cruel tyrants, illicit passion, innocent suffering, and spousal 
devotion proved a successful formula for early modern drama.3 While the Ottonian 
legend was not among the most frequently adapted variations on this theme, it did 
occasionally reach the stage, particularly in the form of Neo-Latin school drama. In 

	 I wish to thank Dirk Sacré and the anonymous reviewers for their comments and suggestions on earlier 
drafts of this article.

1	 Theodorus Wallaeus, Divinae iustitiae theatrum sive Maria Othonis III. Imp. uxor tragoedia, Lovanii 
[Leuven]: Philippus van Dormael, 1631. The exact date of the play’s performance is unclear. The preface 
to the printed edition is dated June 1631 (*7r), the approbatio and the censura (both found on the book’s 
final page) 13 and 15 April, respectively, all suggesting that the production likely took place relatively 
shortly before those dates, most likely in Autumn 1630 during the school’s graduation ceremony.

2	 While his name is regularly mentioned in overviews of Neo-Latin drama from the Low Countries, 
there is hardly any scholarship on Wallaeus; see Norbertus Teeuwen, ‘Het College der Augustijnen te 
Leuven’, Augustiniana 1 (1951), no. 1, pp. 61–62, 70.

3	 Reinhard Strohm, ‘Phaedra and Fausta: Female Transgression and Punishment in Ancient and Early 
Modern Plays’, in The Edinburgh Companion to Literature and Music, ed. D. da Sousa Correa, Edin‑
burgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2022, p. 292.
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the Low Countries, for example, Jesuit students performed the story in Ypres and 
Maastricht during the seventeenth century, and the Antwerp Augustinians staged 
it at least three times throughout the eighteenth.4 Beyond the region, the celebrat‑
ed Czech Jesuit playwright Karel Kolčawa (1656–1717), included a version of the 
tale—Innocentia vindicata seu Maria Ottonis III coniux—in his collected Exercita‑
tiones dramaticae.5

Wallaeus’s Divinae iustitiae theatrum appears to be the earliest known Neo-Latin 
drama based on the Ottonian legend, and one of the few—like Kolčawa’s—to have 
made it into print. Its publication was likely due to the personal support of Erycius 
Puteanus, who took great interest in the production. As we learn from his iudicium, 
appended to the 1631 printed edition, Puteanus both attended the performance and 
read the play with admiration, declaring it worthy of publication (‘dignam enim 
censui ut a theatro ad praelum translata legi ubique posset, ab omnibus spectari’).6 
In fact, he contrasted this school play favourably with most printed tragedies of his 
day, which he criticised on formal grounds or for lacking thematic substance. Al‑
luding to Juvenal, he underscores the challenge of identifying a suitable topic for 
modern tragedies—‘sed profecto tragoediam scribere difficile est; difficile quoque 
aptum tragoediae argumentum invenire’. Wallaeus’s choice of the Ottonian subject 
matter for the school stage, in Puteanus’s view, met the challenge with notable success.

Puteanus would likely have approved of the Ottonian school plays performed in 
Ypres, Maastricht, and Antwerp. Unlike Wallaeus’s drama, however, these other ver‑
sions from the Low Countries have not survived. It was quite exceptional, after all, 
for a school play to be printed, as most circulated only in manuscript, which made 
them especially vulnerable to loss over time. Our knowledge of these lost perfor‑
mances primarily comes from surviving programme leaflets, known as periochae 
or argumenta.

4	 The Ypres play from 1635 was titled Redit in auctorem scelus. De boosheydt loont haer meester, verthoont 
in Maria van Aragon huysvrauwe van Ottho den III keyser van Roomen, the Maastricht play from 1700 
Otto, derden keyser van dien naeme, treur-spel (for the periochae, see I 29 and M 24 in Goran Proot, Het 
schooltoneel van de jezuïeten in de Provincia Flandro-Belgica tijdens het Ancien Régime (1575–1773), 
Antwerpen 2008, PhD dissertation). The Antwerp Augustinian plays were likely a series of recycled 
material: in 1724 and 1745 the plays were identically titled Richardae in conjugem suum Robertum pia 
fidelitas ab Othone III per necem Imperatricis Mariae coronata; in 1775 it was titled Richardae fidelitas 
coronata ab Othone III. (…) De waere getrouwigheyd van Richarda aen haeren man Robertus gekroont 
van Otho III door de dood van Maria zyne vrouwe (on these, see Goran Proot, ‘Het toneel van de Ant‑
werpse Augustijnen (1671–1783)’, De Gulden Passer 76–77 (1999), pp. 183–294). It is quite probable 
that all these school plays were inspired by Wallaeus’s Divinae iustitiae theatrum.

5	 Karel Kolčava, Exercitationes dramaticae (…) Pars II, Pragae [Prague]: Typis Univers. Carolo-Ferdi‑
nandeae in Collegio Soc. Jesu ad S. Clementem, 1704, pp. 439–560. The Ottonian theme is remarkably 
absent in the Jesuit theatre of the German-speaking world; Valentin, for instance, only included one 
such play (titled Das von dem Himmel auch über gekrönte Häupter rechtmäßig gezückte Rachschwert 
in der mehr ihrer Laster halben verschrienen, als des Kayserlichen Purpurs würdigen Kayserinn Maria 
von Arragonien, Ottonis des Dritten Römischen Kaysers Ehegemahlinn (…), performed at Hildesheim 
in 1753) in his vast repertory: see Jean-Marie Valentin, Le théâtre des Jésuites dans les pays de langue 
allemande: répertoire chronologique des pièces représentées et des documents conservés (1555–1773). 
Deuxième partie, Stuttgart: Hiersemann, 1984, p. 811.

6	 Wallaeus, Divinae iustitiae theatrum, pp. 60–62 (60–61).
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One other Latin play on the Otto story from the Low Countries does survive in 
manuscript form. In fact, titled rather generically Drama tragicum de Maria Au‑
gusta Othonis III Imperatoris conjuge, it can, like Divinae iustitiae theatrum, also 
be securely situated in early seventeenth-century Leuven.7 More specifically, the 
manuscript originates from the ‘Collegium Porcense’, or Pig College, one of the four 
pedagogies at the early modern University of Leuven.8 What is more, given the 
parallels in both theme and origin, some have even speculated that the manuscript 
tragedy (now BNF Latin 8437) is connected to the Augustinian school play wit‑
nessed by Puteanus. The nineteenth-century scholar Johannes Bolte, for instance, 
cautiously suggested that the anonymous work ‘may have been written by Wallaeus’.9 
Louis A. Schuster, however, discarded this caution and confidently identified the 
two plays as one and the same, repeatedly writing—without supporting evidence—
that Wallaeus’s play was staged at the Pig College.10 Despite the lack of any foun‑
dation for this claim, Schuster’s identification has persisted in later scholarship. 
Several institutional histories of the University of Leuven, for example, continue 
to mention the 1631 production of the Augustinian play about Otto III as having 
taken place on the Pig stage.11

It is clear, however, that manuscript BNF 8437 bears no relation to Wallaeus’s 
Divinae iustitiae theatrum. While it is not impossible, firstly, that Wallaeus’s play was 
performed at the university, there is no evidence to support this assumption. On 
the contrary, it is far more likely that the performance took place at Wallaeus’s own 
Augustinian college, in line with local practice for school productions.12 The 1631 

7	 The manuscript has been digitized and is freely available via https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/
btv1b52512263x. ‘Drama tragicum’ was not a particularly common title or subtitle in the Neo-Latin 
drama of the Low Countries, at least not in print; one contemporary parallel was Herodes saeviens, 
drama tragicum by Emmanuel Rodriguez, printed in Antwerp in 1626.

8	 On the colleges and pedagogies of the early modern University of Leuven, see Edmond Henri Joseph 
Reusens, Documents relatifs à l’histoire de l’Université de Louvain (1425–1797), vol. 4: Collèges et Péda‑
gogies II, Louvain: chez l’auteur, 1886–1888 and Edward De Maesschalck, Leuven en zijn colleges: Tref‑
punt van intellectueel leven in de Nederlanden (1425–1797), Gorredijk: Sterck & De Vreese, 2021.

9	 Johannes Bolte, ‘Vernuläus, Nicolaus’, in Allgemeine Deutsche Biographie, vol. 39, Leipzig: Duncker & 
Humblot, 1895, p. 630: ‘Aus etwa derselben Zeit stammt eine handschriftlich […] erhaltene dreiactige 
Tragödie de Maria Augusta Othonis III. imperatoris coniuge ohne Verfassernamen, die am Gymnasium 
Porcense gespielt worden ist und vielleicht von Th. Walläus (1631) herrührt’.

10	 Henry VIII: A Neo-Latin Drama by Nicolaus Vernulaeus, trans. and ed. L. A. Schuster, Austin: Uni‑
versity of Texas Press, 1964, p. 26: ‘Wallaeus’ play was staged in the Porc’. Later repeated in Schuster, 

‘The History of the Louvain Theatre’, in Acta Conventus Neo-Latini Lovaniensis: Proceedings of the First 
International Congress of Neo-Latin Studies, Louvain, 23–28 August 1971, ed. J. IJsewijn and E. Kessler, 
Leuven: University Press, 1973, p. 592: ‘A more gripping drama based on the sensational intrigues of 
the wife of Emperor Otto III came from the pen of an Augustinian priest, Theodorus Wallaeus in 1631 
and was produced at the Porc’.

11	 See The University of Louvain 1425–1975, Leuven: University Press, 1976, p. 159 and De Universiteit te 
Leuven, 1425–1985, ed. J. Roegiers and E. Lamberts, Leuven: Universitaire Pers, 1986, p. 124.

12	 It should be noted, however, that it remains difficult to draw a clear distinction between secondary 
school and university; although the school was practically under the direction of the Augustinians, it 
strictly speaking still fell under the authority of the rector and the Faculty of Arts (J. Van der Eycken, 

‘Leuven, Augustijnencollege (1612–1743)’, in Latijnse scholen in de Zuidelijke Nederlanden (16de–18de 
eeuw): repertorium en archiefgids, Vlaanderen en Brussel, ed. E. Put et al., Brussels: Algemeen Rijksarchief, 
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print offers no indication to the contrary. Secondly and more decisively, the two 
plays simply differ markedly. Upon closer inspection, despite drawing on the same 
mediaeval legend, it is obvious that the two tragedies share no textual similarities, 
either in language or structure.

This raises an important question: if not Wallaeus, then who authored Drama 
tragicum de Maria Augusta Othonis III Imperatoris conjuge (henceforth Drama tragi
cum)? As a play closely tied to early modern Leuven, the play is of considerable 
interest to scholars of both Neo-Latin drama and university history. After all, 
the history of Leuven’s academic theatre remains understudied in part because the 
historical record is so fragmented. The closure of the Old University following 
the French Revolution, compounded by a series of library fires, resulted in the loss 
of both ephemeral manuscripts and uniquely printed plays. In such a context, any 
surviving example—especially one previously misattributed—constitutes a valu‑
able addition to the corpus.

Having disentangled Drama tragicum from Wallaeus and the Augustinian rep‑
ertoire, this article proposes that the manuscript play belongs not only to the reper‑
toire of the Old University of Leuven, but more specifically to Nicolaus Vernulaeus 
(1583–1649), the university’s most prominent dramatist from the first half of the sev‑
enteenth century and Puteanus’s successor as Latin chair at the Collegium Trilingue. 
The following sections lay out the case for this attribution, and a critical edition of 
the play is presented at the end of the article.

2. Nicolaus Vernulaeus, Leuven Latin playwright

Before turning to the argument for attribution, it is useful to introduce Nicolaus 
Vernulaeus and consider his significance within the tradition of Neo-Latin drama.13 
Born in Luxemburg and educated in Trier and Cologne, Vernulaeus (né Nicolas de 
Vernulz) began his career in Leuven in 1608 as professor of rhetoric at the Pig Col‑
lege. Over the years, he held various prominent positions at the university, includ‑
ing professor and dean of the Faculty of Arts, president of the Luxemburg College, 
rector, and, in the final phase of his career, professor of Latin at the Collegium Tri‑
lingue. Like his predecessors at the Trilingue, he was also appointed Historiographus 

2007, p. 449). On the school drama of the Leuven Augustinians, see esp. Teeuwen, ‘Het College der 
Augustijnen te Leuven’, pp. 71–74. Teeuwen’s overview of the Leuven Augustinian repertoire, based on 
partially preserved manuscript registers, only starts in 1649.

13	 The most extensive overview of Vernulaeus’s life and work can be found in Joost Depuydt, Nicolaus 
Vernulaeus (1583–1649): een bio-bibliografische studie, Leuven 1991 (unpublished master’s thesis; 
with ample bibliography; see also Depuydt’s 2009 entry on Vernulaeus in the online Bio-bibliografie 
van Nederlandse Humanisten edited by Jan Bloemendal and Chris Heesakkers, https://dwc.knaw.nl/
vernulaeus-nicolaus-1583-1649/, accessed 27 March 2026). See n. 15 for scholarship on Vernulaeus 
as a playwright.
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regius by the Habsburg authorities. This dedication to the House of Habsburg also 
permeates the professor’s extensive and largely understudied Neo-Latin oeuvre.14

Although the majority of Vernulaeus’s writings are in prose—primarily treatises 
on rhetoric, historiography, philosophy, and political science—he is best known for 
his dramatic works.15 His fourteen Neo-Latin tragedies mark the culmination of Leu‑
ven’s academic theatre tradition. What had originated in the fifteenth century as the 
performance and adaptation of classical drama gradually evolved into the staging of 
original plays.16 As noted above, the historical record of Leuven’s academic reper‑
toire is fragmentary, owing to the loss of much primary source material. Neverthe‑
less, a few key figures emerge from the sources—e.g. Martinus Dorpius (1485–1525) 

14	 On Vernulaeus and the Habsburgs, see esp. Veronika Coroleu Oberparleiter, ‘Nicolaus Vernulaeus’ 
Darstellung der Habsburger: “Apologia, Virtutes und Historia Austriaca”, mit einem Exkurs über die 

“Methodus legendi historias”’, Humanistica Lovaniensia 56 (2007), pp. 233–70.
15	 For Vernulaeus’s work in rhetoric, see esp. Toon Van Houdt and Erik De Bom, ‘The Artistry of Civil 

Life: Deliberative Rhetoric and Political Pedagogy in the Work of Nicolaus Vernulaeus (1583–1649)’, 
Rhetorica 35 (2017), no. 3, pp. 259–84; Jan Papy, ‘Nicolas Vernulaeus: Art oratoire et pédagogie hu‑
maniste à l’Université de Louvain’, Annales de l’Institut Archéologique du Luxembourg-Arlon 149–150 
(2020), pp. 345–59. Building on the foundation laid by Schuster, Henry VIII, the best introduction 
to Vernulaean drama is James A. Parente, ‘Historical Tragedy and the End of Christian Humanism: 
Nicolaus Vernulaeus (1583–1649)’, in Politics and Aesthetics in European Baroque and Classicist Tra‑
gedy, ed. J. Bloemendal and N. Smith, Leiden and Boston: Brill, 2016, pp. 152–81. For more studies of 
Vernulaeus’s drama specifically, see: Nicolaus Vernulaeus, Jeanne d’Arc: tragédie latine en cinq actes, ed. 
and trans. A. De Latour, Orléans: H. Herluison, 1880; Johannes Bolte, Coligny, Gustav Adolf, Wallen‑
stein: drei zeitgenössische lateinische Dramen von Rhodius, Narssius, Vernulaeus, Leipzig: K.W. Hier‑
semann, 1933; B.A. Vermaseren, ‘Een onbekend drama over de H.H. martelaren van Gorcum’, Bijdra‑
gen voor de geschiedenis van de Provincie der Minderbroeders in de Nederlanden 7 (1951), pp. 25–38; 
Henry VIII, ed. Schuster; Andrzej Borowski, ‘W sprawie powiązań literackich polsko-niderlandzkich 
w XVI–XVII w. O tragedii “Divus Stanislaus” M. Vernulaeusa i jej związku z “Historią” Kromera’, 
Zeszyty Naukowe Uniwersytetu Jagiellonskiego. Prace Historycznoliterackie 17 (1970), pp. 83–99; Ton 
Harmsen, ‘Conradinus en de trits Vernulaeus, Oudaan, Smids’, in De letter doet de geest leven: bundel 
opstellen aangeboden aan Max De Haan bij zijn afscheid van de Rijksuniversiteit te Leiden, ed. B. van 
Selm, Leiden: Vakgroep Nederlandse Taal- en Letterkunde, 1980; Un Wallenstein néo-latin: Le duc 
de Friedland, Fritlandus. Tragoedia (1637) par Nicolaus Vernulaeus (Nicolas De Vernulz), ed. J. Rous‑
seau, trans. H. Plard, Brussels: University Press, 1989; Depuydt, Nicolaus Vernulaeus (1583–1649); 
Elisabeth Klecker, ‘König Ottokars Glück und Ende in Lateinischer Sprache: Nicolaus Vernulaeus, 
Ottocarus Bohemiae Rex’, Jahrbuch Der Grillparzer Gesellschaft ser. 3, vol. 21 (2006), pp. 65–107; Vol‑
ker Janning, ‘Konfessionspolitische Auseinandersetzungen auf der Löwener Schulbühne. Die “Gor‑
comienses” und die “Institutiones politicae” des Nicolaus Vernulaeus’, in Europäische Schauplätze des 
frühneuzeitlichen Theaters: Normierungskräfte und regionale Diversität, ed. C. Meier and A. Kemper, 
Münster: Rhema, 2011; Jan Bloemendal, ‘Neo-Latin Drama in the Low Countries’, in Neo-Latin Dra‑
ma and Theatre in Early Modern Europe, ed. J. Bloemendal and H. Norland, Leiden and Boston: Brill, 
2013, pp. 349–50, 363–66; Jan Bloemendal, ‘Religion and Latin Drama in the Early Modern Low 
Countries’, Renaissance Studies 30 (2016), no. 4, pp. 557–59; Michał Czerenkiewicz, ‘History, Power, 
and the Providential Order in the Neo-Latin Drama “Theodoricus” by Nicolaus Vernulaeus’, Neerlan‑
dica Wratislaviensia 26 (2016), pp. 11–31; Jan Papy, ‘Vernulaeus als academisch toneelschrijver’, in 
Erasmus’ droom: het Leuvense Collegium Trilingue 1517–1797: catalogus bij de tentoonstelling in de 
Leuvense Universiteitsbibliotheek 18 oktober 2017–18 januari 2018, ed. J. Papy, Leuven: Peeters, 2017, 
pp. 236–38.

16	 On Leuven Latin drama, see Henry VIII, ed. Schuster; id., ‘History of the Louvain Theatre’; Jozef IJsewijn, 
‘Theatrum Belgo-Latinum. Het Neolatijns toneel in de Nederlanden’, Mededelingen van de Koninklijke 
Academie voor Wetenschappen, Letteren en Schone Kunsten van België. Klasse Der Letteren 43 (1981), 
pp. 69–114; Bloemendal, ‘Neo-Latin Drama’, passim.
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and Jan-Baptiste Gramaye (1579–1635)—with Vernulaeus standing out as both the 
tradition’s high point and its final representative.

This tradition effectively came to an end shortly after Vernulaeus’s death. From 
the early seventeenth century onward, the university’s pedagogies—the locus of 
academic drama par excellence—increasingly relinquished their preparatory pro‑
grammes in favour of the growing network of Latin schools across the city. The Pig 
College, the last to maintain such secondary instruction, discontinued its humani‑
ties programme in 1657.17 With this institutional shift, Leuven University’s academic 
theatre slowly died out.18

Vernulaeus began writing and staging Neo-Latin drama early in his career at 
Leuven. After his appointment at the Pig College in 1608, he published his first play, 
Gorcomienses sive fidei exilium, in 1610—a dramatisation of the recent martyrdom 
of a group of Dutch Catholics from Gorinchem. Perhaps his interest in theatre may 
have stemmed from his Jesuit upbringing, which emphasised the pedagogical po‑
tential of drama, or perhaps from the influence of his mentor Gramaye, a prolific 
playwright and Leuven professor who had invited Vernulaeus to the university in 
the first place. What is certain, at any rate, is that he remained committed to drama 
throughout his life, regularly writing plays for performance by local students—es‑
pecially those at the Collegium Porcense—even long after he left the pedagogy for 
positions at the Faculty of Arts and, later, the Trilingue.19

For Vernulaeus, as for his predecessors, academic theatre primarily served a peda‑
gogical function. He viewed historical tragedy as the most suitable dramatic form for 
achieving this purpose.20 Beyond its obvious didactic utility in developing students’ 
language and performance skills, Vernulaeus’s fourteen historical tragedies were es‑
pecially designed for political instruction. As James A. Parente has insightfully shown, 

17	 De Maesschalck, Leuven en zijn colleges, p. 152.
18	 It could be argued, however, that the tradition of Neo-Latin drama persisted at Leuven University 

through Trinity College, whose unique administrative embedding within the Faculty of Arts and at‑
tested student performances suggest a form of continuity after 1657 and well into the eighteenth cen‑
tury. Yet Trinity’s status as a secondary school and the paucity of surviving documentation make it 
difficult to integrate this material into the history of Leuven’s academic theatre proper. For purposes 
of the present argument, therefore, the tradition is considered to have died out with Vernulaeus and 
the dissolution of the Pig’s humanities curriculum.

19	 That is, if he ever definitively ceased teaching at the Pig. Vernulaeus resided at the Pig from 1608 to 
1619, but sources remain unclear about his teaching activities there in the years that follow (cf. Anto‑
nius Dave, Oratio in funere clarissimi viri Nicolai Vernulaei (…), Lovanii: Joannes Vryenborch, 1649, 
B4v–Cr: ‘Praetereo etiam totam illam vitae eius partem, quam vixit in Gymnasio Porcensi ab anno mil‑
lesimo sexcentesimo octavo usque ad decimum nonum […]’). Some sources imply that he stopped 
teaching rhetoric at the Pig as early as 1614 (e.g. Edmond Henri Joseph Reusens, Documents relatifs 
à l’histoire de l’Université de Louvain (1425–1797), vol. 3: Collèges et Pédagogies I, Louvain: chez l’auteur, 
1881–1885, p. 469). However, it is likely that Vernulaeus continued teaching there throughout his life. 
Depuydt, for example, cites a 1629 recommendation letter from the Rector of the University, stating 
that Vernulaeus ‘iam enim per annos viginti unum Rhetoricam et Historias in Collegio Porcensi magno 
iuventutis bono hactenus docuit’ (Depuydt, Nicolaus Vernulaeus (1583–1649), p. 13). The continued 
association of his drama with the Pig confirms the enduring nature of this affiliation.

20	 On the ‘ends and means’ of Vernulaeus’s drama, see Henry VIII, ed. Schuster, pp. 27–34, and Parente, 
‘Historical Tragedy’, passim.
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Vernulaeus diverged from the contemporary vogue for biblical or hagiographic sub‑
jects in Neo-Latin drama, instead favouring largely secular historical material. This 
allowed him to dramatize the same pro-Habsburg, Counter-Reformation politics 
that pervade his broader intellectual output.

Drawing on tragic episodes from late antique, mediaeval, and early modern his‑
tory, Vernulaeus thus explored in Senecan fashion what it meant to be a good Chris‑
tian (i.e. Catholic) prince. With notable consistency, his dramatic corpus represents 
a series of positive and negative exempla of political leadership. Modern scholarship 
has primarily focused on his representation of most recent figures such as Jeanne 
d’Arc (Joanna Darcia, vulgo Puella Aureliansensis), Henry VIII (Henricus VIII seu 
Schisma Anglicanum) and the Duke of Wallenstein (Fritlandus).21

By contrast, several of his other tragedies—many of which still await a modern 
edition and translation—remain relatively neglected. These include martyr plays about 
Saints Eustace (Divus Eustachius, sive fidei et patientiae triumphus), Hermenegild 
(Hermenigildus), and Lambert (Lambertus); tragedies centred on late antique rulers 
such as Constantine the Great (Crispus), Magnus Maximus (Maximus), and Theo‑
doric the Great (Theodoricus); and dramas set at the mediaeval courts of Henry II 
(Thomas Cantuariensis), Boleslaus II (Divus Stanislaus), Charles of Anjou (Conradi‑
nus), and Rudolf I (Ottocarus Bohemiae rex seu rebellio contra Rudolphum I. Impera‑
torem Austriacae familiae conditorem).

Most of Vernulaeus’s plays were initially published individually, typically shortly 
after their first performance.22 However, they gained broader circulation through 
subsequent collected editions. The first such collection, comprising ten tragedies, ap‑
peared in 1631; a more comprehensive two-volume edition, containing all fourteen 
of his plays, was published posthumously in 1656.23 The question remains, however, 
whether this 1656 opera omnia truly represents the entirely of Vernulaeus’s dra‑
matic output.

It is clear, first, that Vernulaeus either chose not to publish all his plays during his 
lifetime or was somehow unable to do so. For the 1656 posthumous edition includes 
two previously unpublished tragedies, Hermenigildus and Lambertus, indicating 
that at least some work remained in manuscript at the time of his death.24 Second, 
the publication chronology of his plays reveals substantial gaps. While Vernulaeus 

21	 Cf. supra n. 15; Vernulaeus, Jeanne d’Arc; Henry VIII, ed. Schuster; Bolte, Coligny, Gustav Adolf, Wal‑
lenstein; Un Wallenstein néo-latin.

22	 Vernulaeus was known for the rapid pace at which he composed his works (on this, see Henry VIII, 
ed. Schuster, p. 67), and he also ensured their prompt publication. Based on the dates of their perfor‑
mance (cf. infra on the ‘ludi Remigiales’) and publication (further specified based on e.g. the prefaces 
and approbationes censoris), it seems Vernulaeus typically managed to have his plays appear in print 
within half a year.

23	 Nicolaus Vernulaeus, Tragoediae decem. Nunc primum simul editae, Lovanii: Joannes Oliverius, 1631; 
id., Tragoediae in duos tomos distributae. Editio II. Priore aliquot tragoediis, nunc primum in lucem edi‑
tis, auctior (…), Lovanii: Petrus Sassenus & Hieronymus Nempe, 1656.

24	 See also the mention of other, non-dramatic work that ‘[r]estant vero edenda’ in the Vita et scripta 
Nicolai Vernulaei section in the second volume of the 1656 edition (*4r).
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maintained a relatively regular rhythm of publication between 1623 and 1631—al‑
most a play per year—earlier and later periods show significant hiatuses. For in‑
stance, there are intervals of five to six years between Eustachius (1612), Stanislaus 
(1618), and Theodoricus (1623), and again between Thomas Cantuariensis (1631) 
and Fritlandus (1637).25 After Fritlandus, Vernulaeus appears to have ceased dra‑
matic publication altogether.

And yet, at some point during these gaps, Hermenigildus and Lambertus must 
have been composed. This irregular publication record suggests the possibility that 
additional, now-lost or misattributed plays may have once existed—and leaves open 
the question whether the 1656 edition fully reflects Vernulaeus’s theatrical output.

It is therefore plausible to assume that Vernulaeus wrote and staged additional 
plays that, for various reasons, he did not publish and the editors of the 1656 col‑
lection did not find among his papers. As Schuster also remarked, ‘[n]o manuscript 
copies of any of Vernulaeus’s plays have survived’.26 Indeed, very little manuscript 
material of his survives at all. Unlike his predecessors at the Trilingue, for instance, 
Vernulaeus made no attempt to collect or publish his correspondence, and only 
a handful of autograph letters are extant.27 The scarcity of such material makes it 
particularly difficult to reconstruct the full scope of his literary activity, and all the 
more significant when new evidence emerges.

Despite their small number, the surviving letters also provide valuable glimpses 
into Vernulaeus’s theatrical practice, even during periods of apparent silence. One 
striking example is a letter dated 9 September 1614, in which Vernulaeus wrote to 
Puteanus with an unusual request: he asked whether he might borrow a woman’s 
dress from Madame Puteanus!28 For a play was to be performed that very day, but 

25	 The ‘eleven year hiatus’ Parente noticed between the publication of Eustachius and Vernulaeus’s ‘third 
play’ Theodoricus is incorrect, in that he overlooked the 1618 publication of Stanislaus; this was likely 
influenced by Schuster’s claims that the 1631 collection ‘included two hitherto unpublished plays: Stani‑
slaus and Thomas Cantuariensis’, and that there was ‘a decade of dramatic inactivity that followed the 
appearance of Eustachius’ (Parente, ‘Historical Tragedy’, p. 167; Henry VIII, ed. Schuster, pp. 11, 35). 
See supra n. 22 on the presumed average period between production and print. Also note that the gap 
between Cantuariensis and Fritlandus may even be greater than assumed, since we do not know when 
it was actually written and performed (it was first published in Vernulaeus’s 1631 collected volume).

26	 Henry VIII, ed. Schuster, p. 291. On the loss of Vernulaeus’s manuscripts, see Depuydt, Nicolaus Ver‑
nulaeus (1583–1649), p. 244. This does not include the (admittedly very modest) body of his surviving 
correspondence, on which see the following footnote.

27	 Most of Vernulaeus’s correspondence can be found in the Royal Library of Belgium, viz. KBR 19112/I 
(with Puteanus, see also following note) and II 663, n. 3 (with Frederik van Marselaer (1584–1670)). 
KU Leuven Special Collections also holds one letter from Vernulaeus, dated 29 March 1642, to an un‑
known addressee (Ms. autogr. 023 GF).

28	 KBR 19112/I, p. 279. In full, the letter reads: ‘Amplissime D[omin]e, rogo Dominatio tua dignetur 
hodie praesentia sua cohonestare actiunculam nostram, et simul praestare nobis hoc beneficium, ut 
uti possimus toga D[omi]nae uxoris, quam ad usum supplicationis concessit. Sumus in ea necessitate, 
ut pro ea re recursum habere debeamus ad Amplissimum D[omi]num et certe summum mihi et toti 
collegio nostro praestiterit beneficium. Nec est quod timeat ullum detrimentum, est quieta persona. 
Sed non diffidens rogo. Raptim ex Musaeo. Hac 9 7bris 1614. Amplissimae D[omi]nationi tuae ad 
omne obsequium Nicolaus Vernulaeus’. For more on this letter and the correspondence between the 
two, see Dirk Sacré, ‘Nicolaus Vernulaeus vraagt Puteanus om een vestimentaire gunst’, in Erasmus’ 
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a last-minute wardrobe issue had arisen, and Vernulaeus hoped Puteanus’s wife 
might lend a suitable ‘toga’. In the same letter, he also cordially invited his esteemed 
colleague to attend the humble performance itself (‘rogo Dominatio tua dignetur 
hodie praesentia sua cohonestare actiunculam nostram’). Amusing as the vestiary 
anecdote is, its greater significance lies in the date: 1614—squarely within the six-year 
hiatus between the publication of Eustachius (1612) and Stanislaus (1618), during 
which Vernulaeus did not have any other dramatic work printed. Unless ‘actiuncula’ 
refers—improbably29—to a production of Stanislaus staged four years prior to its 
publication, the letter offers concrete evidence that Vernulaeus wrote and staged 
more plays than made it into print.30

This article argues that the Drama tragicum preserved in BNF Latin 8437 is one 
such previously unknown play by Nicolaus Vernulaeus. If so, it would represent the 
only surviving manuscript copy of one of his tragedies, and an entirely new addi‑
tion to his dramatic corpus. Though shorter than his published five-act plays, this 
handwritten three-act tragedy set at the court of Otto III does not, in itself, rule out 
Vernulaeus’s authorship. Nor is it to be identified with the ‘actiuncula’ referenced in 
the 1614 letter, since, as the following sections will demonstrate, Drama tragicum 
can securely be dated to no earlier than 1617.

3. Drama tragicum (BNF Latin 8437): A fifteenth Vernulaean 
tragedy?

This section advances the hypothesis that ms. BNF Latin 8437 is a Neo-Latin drama 
authored by the Leuven professor and playwright Nicolaus Vernulaeus. The argument 
is based on a traditional philological approach, drawing on paratextual, contextual, 
textual, and intertextual evidence.

Alternative methods of authorial attribution could also be applied. From a mate‑
rial perspective, for instance, it might even be argued that the manuscript is an au‑
tograph: there are notable similarities between the handwriting in BNF Latin 8437 
and known copies of Vernulaeus’s hand. However, the number of securely identified 
contemporary Vernulaean autographs is too limited to support a reliable palaeo‑
graphic comparison, and I do not claim the expertise required to draw definitive 
conclusions on that basis.31 Similarly, computational stylistic analyses have proven 
valuable in addressing questions of anonymous authorship, but such methods fall 
outside the scope of this study. It is important to emphasise that the methodological 

droom. Sacré originally dated this letter to 1617 (ibid., p. 231) but has since agreed with me that the 
correct reading of the manuscript should be 1614.

29	 I.e., given the noted speed at which Vernulaeus typically wrote and published (supra n. 22).
30	 Based on his initial dating of the letter to 1617, Dirk Sacré posited the hypothesis that the ‘actiuncula’ 

might have been a performance of Stanislaus, which was printed in the Spring of 1618 (see n. 28).
31	 See supra n. 27 on the preserved letters of Vernulaeus.
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focus adopted here does not exclude those other approaches. On the contrary, pal‑
aeographical and computational approaches hold significant potential to corrobo‑
rate—or challenge—the findings proposed below. The purpose of this article is to lay 
the necessary groundwork through close textual analysis, and I invite future schol‑
ars to test the present hypothesis through complementary methods built upon the 
readings and arguments offered here.

3.1. Paratextual argument

To begin, we turn to the paratextual evidence that supports an attribution of Dra‑
ma tragicum to Vernulaeus. For although the play is anonymous and undated, the 
manuscript opens with a dedicatory section that offers a valuable clue to its place of 
origin and, by extension, its likely authorship.

It is important at the outset to distinguish between the manuscript’s provenance 
and its origin. In terms of provenance, first, BNF Latin 8437 is catalogued as a ‘codex 
Colbertinus’ (n° 4622). In other words, at some point, the 34-folio octavo manuscript 
entered the vast private collection of Jean Baptiste Colbert (1619–1683), minister at 
the court of Louis XIV (1638–1715). In the early eighteenth century, a large portion 
of Colbert’s library—including Drama tragicum—was acquired by the French royal 
library (now Bibliothèque nationale de France, or BNF). By 1744, the play appears 
as n° CDXXXVII in the library’s catalogue.32

The manuscript, however, did not originate in Paris. Its point of origin can be 
securely located in the Low Countries, and more precisely at the Pig College of the 
early modern University of Leuven. This is evident from the dedicatory inscription, 
which can be seen in Fig. 1 and is transcribed below:

Illustrissimis Dominis | Domino Nicolao et Procopio | Sieniawsky | a Granow33 | quorum 
liberalitate et munificentia | liberalium artium studiosi emeriti | praemiis ornati sunt. | 
C.D.Q.34 | Collegium Porcense | Lovanij.

32	 Catalogus codicum manuscriptorum Bibliothecae Regiae. Pars tertia. Tomus quartus, Parisiis: Typographia 
Regia, 1744, p. 459. See also e.g. Bernard de Montfaucon, Bibliotheca bibliothecarum manuscriptorum 
nova: ubi quae innumeris pene manuscriptorum bibliothecis continentur, ad quodvis literaturae genus 
spectantia & notatu digna, describuntur & indicantur (…) tomus secundus, Parisiis: Briasson, 1739, 
p. 988.

33	 Ante correctionem: ‘a Sieniawsa’.
34	 I.e., ‘consecrat d(ed)icatque’. Note that Vernulaeus regularly used variations of this formula in his 

liminary dedications; e.g. Henricus VIII: ‘Reverendo admodum Domino D. Engelberto Desbois […] 
D.C.Q.’; Conradinus: ‘Ill[ustrissi]mo & excell[entissi]mo Domino Alberto Hugoni Odonello […] dedico 
consecroque Nicolaus Vernulaeus’; Institutionum oeconomicarum libri duo: ‘Perillustribus et magnificis 
dominis Christophoro et Casimiro Leoni Sapieha […] Nicol. Vernulaeus dedico consecroque’; De arte 
dicendi libri tres: ‘Illustri et generoso Domino D. Aegidio du Faing […] dedico consecroque Nicolaus 
Vernulaeus’; Rhetorum Collegii Porcensis inclytae Academiae Lovaniensis orationes: ‘Magnifico Domino 
Rectori […] dedico consecroque Nicolaus Vernulaeus’ etc.
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In other words, the manuscript is best understood as a presentation copy, a conclu‑
sion supported by its handsome execution—including the illustrated border that 
runs throughout (see Fig. 1)—and its neat handwriting. More specifically, the volu‑
me was offered by the Pig College as a gift to two Polish patrons (about whom more 
shortly) who had sponsored the prizes typically awarded during the Faculty of Arts’s 
graduation ceremony. This context strongly suggests that the play preserved in the 
manuscript was likely either performed during that year’s graduation festivities or 
staged at some point in the same academic year.

While this ceremonial function of university theatre has not yet been emphasised, 
the timing of performances is particularly relevant to the case for Vernulaeus’s au‑
thorship. After all, as far as the surviving repertoire allows us to judge, Leuven aca‑
demic drama was generally not performed at arbitrary moments but was reserved 
for special occasions, such as visits by dignitaries, religious festivals, or academic 
ceremonies. In Vernulaeus’s case, this connection is especially pronounced: many of 
his separately published plays explicitly state that they were performed ‘ludis Remi‑
gialibus’ or ‘ludis Enc(a/o)enialibus’, i.e., at the end of the academic year in September 
or October.35 In other words, Vernulaeus typically staged his plays in conjunction 
with the university’s annual graduation events.

As mentioned above, Vernulaeus typically had the students of the Pig College 
perform his end-of-year plays, even after he moved from the pedagogy to the Lux‑
emburg College, and despite the fact that the graduation ceremonies concerned 
students from the Arts Faculty rather than from the pedagogy itself.

This paratextual dedication thus allows us to infer that Drama tragicum was most 
likely performed either at, or in anticipation of, a graduation ceremony, and that the 
performers were students from the Pig College. These two features—performance 
timing and institutional context—align closely with the known practices surrounding 
Vernulaeus’s drama. On their own, however, they cannot serve as conclusive proof 
of his authorship. After all, other professors active at the university during this pe‑
riod may have also written plays for similar occasions; as will be discussed below, 
the manuscript can plausibly be dated between 1617 and 1627, years that overlap 

35	 The 1631 and 1656 collected volumes have omitted this information; cf. supra on the relative dating of 
Thomas Cantuariensis, Hermenigildus, and Lambertus. The adjective ‘Remigialis’ refers to St. Remigius 
(1 October). I disagree with Schuster’s claim that ‘Encoenialis’ here denotes the New Year holidays 
(Henry VIII, ed. Schuster, pp. 11; 208). Though early modern Leuven sources do not define ‘encaenia’ 
explicitly, it most likely refers to the academic ‘commencement’ ceremony associated with graduation, 
functioning as a synonym for Remigia. The difference (if any) may lie in emphasis—‘Remigialis’ high‑
lighting the feast day, ‘Encoenialis’ the academic occasion—or in a shift from religious to secular termi‑
nology. The latter may have allowed for greater scheduling flexibility: in Jesuit school drama, ‘Remigialis’ 
plays were often staged in mid-September rather than on 1 October. (cf. Proot, Het schooltoneel van de 
jezuïeten, I, p. 74). For another, Augustinian example of ‘ludi encoeniales’ in mid-September, see e.g. 
Jean Voets, S. Henricus Bavariae dux et imperator tragi-comoedia exhibita Tungris a studiosis Collegii 
DD. Canonicorum Regularium S. Augustini ludis encoenialibus Idibus Septembris 1627, Leodii [Liège]: 
Leonardus Streel, 1627). On the ‘encoenialis’ terminology in Jesuit drama from the Low Countries, see 
also Nicholas De Sutter, ‘When Christ Came to Leuven: A Controversial Latin Drama from the Jesuit 
College of ‘s-Hertogenbosch (1620)’, Humanistica Lovaniensia 74 (2025), p. 352.
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with Vernulaeus’s active period as a playwright, based on evidence independent of 
the question of authorship.

First, it is evident that Theodorus Wallaeus should be excluded from this list of 
plausible authors despite the fact that he wrote a Neo-Latin play—his only one, in 
fact—on the same subject at roughly the same time. As a teacher at a local second‑
ary school, Wallaeus had no formal affiliation with the university or its pedagogies. 
There is thus no reason to assume that his tragedy would have been staged at the 
Pig College, nor that he would have been in a position to author a presentation copy 
on behalf of the institution.36 Moreover, it would seem unlikely that he would have 
written two entirely different plays on the same subject within a short time span.

Other potential candidates, secondly, include contemporary playwright-profes‑
sors such as Michael Wittebort, Andreas Catullius (1586–1667), and Jan-Baptiste 
Gramaye.37 Like Vernulaeus’s Ottocarus (1626), Wittebort’s only surviving play, Pi‑
etas et fides regni basis (1634), centres on the rebellion of King Ottokar II against 
the Holy Roman Emperor Rudolf I; the play thus also shares Drama tragicum’s set‑
ting in mediaeval German history and includes a manipulative female court figure, 
Queen Kunegundis. However, as with Wallaeus’s Divinae iustitiae theatrum, there 
is no textual or stylistic resemblance between Wittebort’s play and the anonymous 
Drama tragicum, in contrast to the clear intertextual links with Vernulaeus’s work 
that will be discussed below (§3.4). Furthermore, both Wittebort and Catullius are 
generally associated with the Collegium Vaulxianum, while Gramaye’s plays (or at 
least his only surviving one, Andromeda Belgica) were staged by students from the 
rival Falcon College (Collegium Falconis), not the Pig.38

Gramaye’s Andromeda Belgica, moreover, is highly allegorical in nature and 
bears little resemblance to Drama tragicum in this respect. The same is true of Ca‑
tullius’s Prometheus. This does not necessarily mean, however, that Gramaye wrote 
exclusively allegorical drama. He is known to have authored numerous other plays—
many of them historical and centred on female protagonists. This is evident, at least, 
from the surviving list of titles of now-lost plays attributed to him, which includes 

36	 The mistaken belief that Wallaeus’s Divinae iustitiae theatrum was performed at the Pig also contributed 
to the assumption that Wallaeus was a university professor. See e.g. Jacob Adolf Worp, Geschiedenis 
van het drama en van het tooneel in Nederland, vol. 1, Groningen, 1903, reprint: Rotterdam: Langerveld, 
1970, p. 231, who wrote that Wallaeus ‘bekleedde een professoraat in de welsprekendheid te Leuven’. 
This confusion likely stems from the title ‘Eloquentiae Profess. Lovanii’ on the frontispiece of Divinae 
iustitiae theatrum, which in fact refers to his position as rhetoric teacher at the Leuven Augustinian 
college, not the university proper.

37	 Little is known about Wittebort and Catullius; the last surviving copy of the latter’s play Prometheus 
was lost in one of Leuven’s library fires, though Félix Nève managed to study the book before it was 
destroyed (see Félix Nève, Prométhée. Drame latin d’André Catulle représenté en 1613 dans un collège 
de Louvain. Notice littéraire et bibliographique, Ghent: L. Hebbelynck, 1862). On Gramaye’s sole sur‑
viving play, Andromeda Belgica, see Gilbert Tournoy, ‘De Blijde Inkomst van Albrecht en Isabella te 
Leuven opgeluisterd door de Andromeda Belgica dicta van Jan-Baptist Gramaye’, in Limae labor et 
mora: opstellen voor Fokke Akkerman ter gelegenheid van zijn zeventigste verjaardag, ed. P. Steenbak‑
kers, A. Vanderjagt and Z. R. W. M. von Martels, Leende: Damon, 2000, pp. 109–18.

38	 Bloemendal’s mention of the Pig as Andromeda Belgica’s place of performance instead of the Falcon 
in Bloemendal, ‘Neo-Latin Drama’, p. 341, is incorrect.
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Abraham & Maria, Elias, Salomon, Susanna, Alexius, Briseis, Heraclius, Gertrudis, 
Isaias, Catherina, Barbara, Mauritius, Bajazetes, Justinianus, and Pyramus & This‑
be.39 Still, if Gramaye were the author of the anonymous play, one might reasonably 
expect to find a corresponding title—such as Maria Augusta Othonis III Imperatoris 
conjux—on this list. Its absence weakens the case for his authorship.

Fig. 1. Dedicatory paratext in honour of Mikołaj and Prokop Sieniawski on behalf 
of the Pig College in Leuven. Bibliothèque nationale de France. Département des 

Manuscrits. Latin 8437, fol. 3r. Source: gallica.bnf.fr (public domain)

39	 From the note typographus lectori in Joannes Baptista Gramaye, Specimen litterarum & linguarum uni‑
versi orbis (…), Athi: Joannes Masius III, 1622, p. 31. These, moreover, are only the plays that Gramaye 
produced in Leuven; for his plays performed in Antwerp, Brussels, Cologne, and Vilvoorde, see Jozef 
IJewijn, ‘Annales theatri Belgo-Latini: inventaris van het Latijns toneel uit de Nederlanden’, in Liber 
amicorum Prof. Dr. G. Degroote, ed. J. Veremans, Brussels: Koninklijke Zuidnederlandse maatschappij 
voor taal- en letterkunde en geschiedenis, 1980, pp. 41–55 (49).
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Finally, could Erycius Puteanus himself be considered a possible author? Might his 
evident enthusiasm for the dramatic potential of the Ottonian legend have inspired 
him to write a tragedy on the subject himself, albeit prior to Wallaeus’s version?40 
While Puteanus is not generally associated with drama, the possibility cannot be 
dismissed outright. For although not known as a playwright, his pedagogical ap‑
proach strongly emphasised the performative and ‘theatrical’ dimension of rheto‑
ric.41 He famously founded the Palaestra bonae mentis, a private academy within the 
Collegium Trilingue where his students were encouraged to refine their eloquence 
through speeches, letters, recitations, and other rhetorical exercises. In other words, 
the academy’s emphasis was squarely on rhetoric in action.

In this context, it is worth noting that Simar’s list of Puteanus’s lost works also 
includes ‘comoediae aliquot numeris Plautinis’, based on a reference in a letter to 
Puteanus from 1606.42 This note suggests that Puteanus did, in fact, experiment with 
Neo-Latin drama, more specifically comedies in the style of Plautus, perhaps adapta‑
tions in the tradition of earlier Leuven humanists such as Martinus Dorpius. While 
this fact seems promising, it still does not align well with the writing of Senecan-
style drama for performance at the Pig College. It also bears remembering, finally, 
that Puteanus’s Palaestra was quite short-lived, its real success only spanning some 
five years between 1610 and 1615, i.e. prior to the presumed window of composition 
for Drama tragicum (c. 1617–1627).43

In sum, although the practices and literary output of several contemporary pro‑
fessor-playwrights active at the university during this period make them intriguing 
figures, the case for their authorship of Drama tragicum remains tenuous. Vernu‑
laeus continues to be the most plausible candidate—but to strengthen this attribution, 
more concrete evidence is required. For this, one final piece of information from 
the dedication has yet to be considered: the identity of the dedicatees themselves, 
i.e. the two Polish men to whom BNF Latin 8437 was presented as a token of grati‑
tude for their patronage. As the following section will show, their identities and the 
broader context of their connection to Leuven offer crucial clues that further sup‑
port the case for Vernulaeus.

40	 See infra on the dating of the manuscript to the period 1617–1627.
41	 On this, see recently Hilde de Ridder-Symoens, ‘Literary Activities and Theatricality at Leuven Uni‑

versity: The Case of Erycius Puteanus’, in Performative Literary Culture: Literary Associations and 
the World of Learning, 1200–1700, ed. A. van Dixhoorn and S. Sutch, Leiden and Boston: Brill, 2023, 
pp. 312–23.

42	 Théophile Simar, Étude sur Erycius Puteanus (1574–1646): considéré spécialement dans l’histoire de 
la philologie belge et dans son enseignement à l’Université de Louvain, Louvain: Bureau du Recueil, 1909, 
p. 284. Letter from Caspar Diemenus, dated 1 August 1606, now held in Brussels, Royal Library of 
Belgium (KBR), ms. 19108, partially quoted by Simar on p. 255.

43	 See Simar, Étude sur Erycius Puteanus, pp. 153–62. There was apparently also an attempt to revive the 
Palaestra around 1627 (see ibid. and Dirk Sacré, ‘Puteanus’ academie (1610) en de hernieuwde glans 
van het Trilingue’, in: Erasmus’ droom, p. 207).
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3.2. Contextual argument

As noted, the manuscript dedication reads in part: ‘Illustrissimis Dominis Domino 
Nicolao et Procopio Sieniawsky a Granow’. But who were these illustrious gentle‑
men, and what was their connection to the University of Leuven?

Nicolaus and Procopius—Mikołaj and Prokop in Polish—were brothers from 
the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, members of the powerful Sieniawski fam‑
ily of Granów. Mikołaj was born around 1598 and died in 1636, while his younger 
brother Prokop was born circa 1602 and died in 1627.44 The latter date provides 
a concrete terminus ante quem for Drama tragicum. After all, it is highly unlikely 
that a dedication would have been addressed to someone already deceased. The 
manuscript, therefore, must have been produced before Prokop’s death in the 
spring of 1627.45

It is well established that the early modern University of Leuven was a popular 
destination of Polish aristocratic youth.46 Although Polish students began attending 
Leuven soon after its founding in 1425, there was a notable influx of Polish nobles 
undertaking the iter Belgicum in the early seventeenth century.47 This community of 
expat students became known locally as the ‘natio Polonica’.48 While the unrivalled 
reputation of Justus Lipsius initially drew many Polish students to Leuven, it was 
primarily his successors—Puteanus and Vernulaeus—who developed the most ex‑
tensive and enduring Polish networks at the university.49 The Sieniawski brothers 
were among those closely connected to this intellectual and cultural milieu.

44	 For a biography of the two brothers, see Mirosław Nagielski, ‘Sieniawski Mikołaj h. Leliwa (zm. 1636)’, 
in: Polski słownik biograficzny, vol. 37, ed. H. Markiewicz, Warsaw: IH PAN, 1996–1997, pp. 135–37 
and Nagielski, ‘Sieniawski Prokop h. Leliwa (zm. 1627)’, in: ibid., pp. 146–47.

45	 Prokop was buried in Berezhany on 16 March 1627; Jakub Sobieski (on whom infra n. 54) held a rather 
famous speech on this occasion (Ryszard Skulski, Sieniawscy w literaturze, L’viv: Oddział PTH, 1938, 
p. 23).

46	 On this, see Stanisław Kot, ‘Polacy na studjach w Lowanjum (Les Polonais à l’Université de Louvain)’, 
Bulletin International de l’académie Polonaise des Sciences et des Lettres. Classe de Philologie, Classe 
d’histoire et de Philosophie 1921 (1925), pp. 8–11.

47	 Andrzej Borowski, Iter Polono-Belgo-Ollandicum: Cultural and Literary Relationships Between the 
Commonwealth of Poland and the Netherlands in the 16th and 17th Centuries, Cracow: Księgarnia 
Akademicka, 2007, pp. 80–87.

48	 On these ‘nationes’ at the early modern University of Leuven, see Leon Van der Essen, ‘Les ‘Nations’ 
estudiantines à l’ancienne Université de Louvain. Documents inédits’, Bulletin de la Commission royale 
d’Histoire 89 (1925), no. 1, p. 244.

49	 On the relationship between Poland and the early modern Low Countries, see esp. Borowski, Iter Polo‑
no-Belgo-Ollandicum. On Lipsius and the Polish, see also id., ‘Justus Lipsius and the Classical Tradition 
in Poland’, in Iustus Lipsius Europae Lumen et Columen: Proceedings of the International Colloquium, 
Leuven, 17–19 September, 1997, ed. G. Tournoy, J. De Landtsheer and J. Papy, Leuven: University Press, 
1999. On Puteanus and the Poles, see also Stefan Rygiel, Puteanus und die Polen, Berlin: Lonys, 1913; 
Andrzej Borowski, ‘Erycius Puteanus and the Polish Literary Culture of the 17th Century’, Humanis‑
tica Lovaniensia 49 (2000), pp. 193–200 and Ramunė Dambrauskaitė, ‘Puteanus’ Correspondence with 
the Dignitaries of the Grand Duchy of Lithuania’, Humanistica Lovaniensia 49 (2000), pp. 201–8. On 
Vernulaeus and the Poles, see also Borowski, ‘W sprawie powiązań literackich polsko-niderlandzkich 
w XVI–XVII w.’ and Michał Czerenkiewicz, Belgijska sarmacja, staropolska Belgia, Warsaw: Muzeum 
Pałac w Wilanowie, 2013.
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Mikołaj and Prokop Sieniawski are known to have undertaken an extensive per‑
egrinatio academica in their youth, spending nearly a decade travelling across Eu‑
rope for academic purposes.50 Although the precise chronology and itinerary are 
difficult to reconstruct, their Grand Tour took them through the German-speaking 
world, Italy, and the Low Countries—including Leuven. In fact, their long voyage 
seems to have begun in Leuven, where one source places them as early as 1610.51 The 
duration of their initial stay is uncertain, but by 1613 they were in Vienna, and by 
1615 in Bologna.52 During their iter italicum, they also visited Rome, Padova, and 
Venice. Between 1617 and 1619, the brothers began their return journey to Poland, 
while their other younger sibling Alexander (c. 1599–1622) remained in Padova 
to continue his studies.53 It is certain that Mikołaj and Prokop passed through the 
Spanish Netherlands again during this homeward journey and seem to have spent 
additional time in Leuven, though the length of their second stay is likewise unclear. 
By 1620, they had returned to Poland.54

50	 The length of this journey was not unusual: ‘Alongside Italy and the German lands, popular travel 
destinations now included the Low Countries and France, and to a lesser degree Spain and England. 
Journeys such as these could last several years and were generally meant to prepare the itinerants 
for a political and military career.’ (Paul Hulsenboom and Alan Moss, ‘Tracing the Sites of Learned 
Men: Places and Objects of Knowledge on the Dutch and Polish Grand Tour’, in Memory and Identity 
in the Learned World: Community Formation in the Early Modern World of Learning and Science, ed. 
K. Scholten, D. van Miert and K. Enenkel, Leiden and Boston: Brill, 2022, p. 262).

51	 Nagielski, ‘Sieniawski Mikołaj’, p. 135.
52	 Mathias Bersohn, Studenci Polacy na Uniwersytecie Bolońskim w XVI i XVII wieku, pt. 2, Cracow: 

Published by the Author, 1894, p. 35; Alojzy Sajkowski, Włoskie przygody Polaków, wiek XVI–XVIII, 
Warsaw: PIW, 1973, pp. 38; 40–43; 140; Wojciech Tygielski, ‘Foreign Educational Travel of Residents of 
the Old Polish-Lithuanian Res Publica’, in Polish Baroque, European Contexts: Proceedings of an Inter‑
national Seminar Held at the Institute for Interdisciplinary Studies ‘Artes Liberales’ University of Warsaw, 
June 27–28, 2011, ed. P. Salwa, Warsaw [s.n.] 2012, p. 75.

53	 Hieronim Morsztyn, Wiersze padewskie, ed. R. Grześkowiak, Warsaw: Neriton, 2014, p. 93. Sajkowski 
notes that the brothers likely left Italy toward the end of 1617, or by 1619 at the latest, because their 
father—Adam Hieronim (1576–1619)—was still alive when a banquet was held in their honour in 
Italy (Sajkowski, Włoskie przygody Polaków, p. 42). I have not found a surviving copy of the Latin 
poem that was printed in Yavoriv (now Ukraine, near the Polish border) in 1619 in honour of their 
return, viz. Jacob Gawath, Carmen in gratiam Illustrium Fratrum Nicolai et Procopii Sieniaviorum, dum 
ab extera gente reduces venirent, in suburb. Javoroviensi: apud S. Nicolaum, 1619, which might have 
contained more details about their travels. See also the verse written in the vernacular by the Polish 
poet Hieronim Morsztyn (1581–1623) between late 1617 and early 1618 about the Polish communi‑
ty of Padova; this also includes an undated poem addressed to the Sieniawski brothers as they were 
about to leave Italy (‘Do p[anów] Sieniawskich z Padwie do Wenecjej, gdy ze Włoch do Niderlandu 
wyjeżdżali’, in Morsztyn, Wiersze padewskie, pp. 93–98); on these poems, see also recently Radosław 
Grześkowiak, ‘Sollazzi degli studenti polacchi a Padova. Lettere poetiche di Hieronim Morsztyn a ca‑
vallo fra l’anno 1617 e 1618 come fonte della storia dei costumi’, Romanica Cracoviensia 23 (2023), 
no. 3, pp. 379–89.

54	 See previous note. During their peregrinatio, the Sieniawski brothers became acquainted with the 
Polish nobleman Jakub Sobieski (1591–1646), who kept a diary of his travels in which he occasion‑
ally also mentions his travel companions. He noted e.g. that the Sieniawski brothers turned up at the 
royal court in Warsaw in 1620 after their many years of absence (Nagielski, ‘Sieniawski Prokop’, p. 146). 
During the time of the Sieniawski’s first visit to Leuven c. 1610, Sobieski was also present. In 1609, at 
least, he writes about his visit to the tomb of Justus Lipsius in the university city (Jakub Sobieski, Per‑
egrynacja po Europie (1607–1613). Droga do Baden (1638), ed. J. Długosz, Wrocław: Zakład Narodowy 
im. Ossolińskich, 1991, p. 77; cf. Hulsenboom and Moss, ‘Tracing the Sites of Learned Men’, p. 275).



Nicholas De Sutter140

It remains unclear whether the two brothers established ties with Puteanus 
and Vernulaeus during their first visit to Leuven (c. 1610), or only during the sec‑
ond (c. 1617–1619). What is clear, however, is that they eventually entered the social 
and intellectual networks of these two particularly Polonophile professors.

Puteanus, for his part, was known for his hospitality toward Polish students in 
Leuven. He frequently hosted these young aristocrats in his own house and often 
invited them to join his Palaestra bonae mentis, mentioned above. In fact, it has even 
been noted that the majority of its members were Polish.55 This also included, at one 
point, the Sieniawski brothers.56

Vernulaeus, too, acknowledges the presence and importance of Polish students. 
In his institutional history Academia Lovaniensis, first published in 1627, he proudly 
included a section listing various ‘viri illustres’ who had studied in Leuven, organ‑
ised by nationality. Among the students from the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, 
he also names ‘Nicolaus & Procopius Scenawski’.57 This is not, however, the earliest 
indication of his familiarity with the brothers, nor is it definitive proof of any per‑
sonal acquaintance. That distinction belongs to the 1618 printed edition of one of 
Vernulaeus’s earliest plays, Divus Stanislaus, which he dedicated to none other than 
‘illustrissimis et generosissimis dominis Nicolao et Procopio de Granow Sieniawski 
&c. selectissimis fratribus’!58

In sum—and this is fundamental to the present argument—the dedication 
of Stanislaus confirms not only that Vernulaeus knew the two Polish aristocrats 
personally, but also that he was connected to them specifically in his capacity as 
a Neo-Latin playwright at Leuven.59 Vernulaeus was consistently deliberate in his 
choice of dedicatees, and Stanislaus is no exception. As Schuster observed, the play, 
centred on ‘one of the stirring crises in the history of mediaeval Poland was no 
doubt intended as a tribute to the Polish students then attending Louvain, many of 
whom profited by his personal attention’.60 More specifically, the tragedy appears 

55	 For more on this, see esp. Borowski, Iter Polono-Belgo-Ollandicum, pp. 103–8. Cf. de Ridder-Symoens, 
‘Literary Activities and Theatricality’, p. 318.

56	 Borowski, Iter Polono-Belgo-Ollandicum, p. 105.
57	 Nicolaus Vernulaeus, Academia Lovaniensis, libri III, Lovanii: Philippus van Dormael, 1627, p. 324. 

More specifically, he notes that they were ‘supremi Regis Pocillatoris Filii’, which points to the honor‑
ary title of their father, Adam Hieronim Sieniawski (cf. supra n. 53), who was ‘cup-bearer’ to the king.

58	 Nicolaus Vernulaeus, Divus Stanislaus. Tragoedia sacra, Lovanii: Joannes Oliverius, 1618, fol. A2r. 
Cf. supra n. 25 on Schuster’s omission of this early edition, leading him to consider the 1631 collected 
volume the first print of Stanislaus, which in turn led him to erroneously situate the play toward the 
end of Vernulaeus’s so-called ‘middle period’ (Henry VIII, ed. Schuster, pp. 37, 43–44).

59	 For more on Vernulaeus’s relationships with his Polish students, including the Sieniawskis, see the 
scholarship cited above in n. 49.

60	 Henry VIII, ed. Schuster, p. 44. There is little scholarship on the Stanislaus specifically: see mainly 
Borowski, ‘W sprawie powiązań literackich polsko-niderlandzkich w XVI–XVII w.’; id., Iter Polono-
Belgo-Ollandicum, pp. 89–102; Elida Maria Szarota, ‘Boleslaus der Kühne und der Hl. Stanislaus auf 
den Bühnen des 17. Jahrhunderts’, Daphnis 8 (1979), no. 3/4, pp. 271–98. See also passim in Elisabeth 
Klecker, ‘“Episches Theater” im Barock’, Wiener Studien 113 (2000), pp. 335–58, and, specifically re‑
garding the choruses, Volker Janning, Der Chor im neulateinischen Drama: Formen und Funktionen, 
Münster: Rhema, 2005, pp. 311–13.
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to have been a tribute to the Sieniawski brothers, whose presence in Leuven—as 
attested by this dedication—coincides with their second documented stay in the 
city, c. 1617–1619.61

The prefatory material to the 1618 print of Stanislaus further supports this 
connection. As usual, firstly, the edition notes that the play was performed ‘Ludis 
Encenialibus’ by the ‘ingenui iuvenes Collegii Porcensis alumni & studiosi’. The 
Epistula dedicatoria, moreover, is dated 15 March 1618, placing the original per‑
formance of the tragedy at the end of term in the autumn of 1617.62 While the 
dedicatory letter is rather general in tone, it clearly indicates that the brothers 
were present in Leuven at the time, as Vernulaeus refers to their ongoing studies 
in the present tense: ‘[…] illa Sapientiae Pallas, cui in hac Lovaniensi Academia 
otium vestrum consecratis’.63

This specific connection between Vernulaeus and the Sieniawski brothers 
makes it increasingly likely that Drama tragicum—a Neo-Latin play dedicated to 
the same individuals, performed in a similar context, and on the same academic 
stage—also originated from Vernulaeus’s hand. There is no reason to assume that 
he would have honoured his distinguished patrons with only one theatrical work. 
The manuscript’s relative dating—between 1617 and 1627—easily accommodates 
this hypothesis, and would allow Drama tragicum to have been written either dur‑
ing the brothers’ second stay visit to Leuven, like Stanislaus, or shortly thereafter. 
The former scenario seems more plausible, as it would make sense to stage a play 
in the presence of the dedicatees themselves. This would suggest a date closer to 
the early years of the 1617–1627 window, and prior to the brothers’ return to Po‑
land in 1620.

That said, while this contextual and paratextual evidence makes Vernulaeus’s 
authorship increasingly probable, this attribution must—and can—be further 
substantiated. The following sections will therefore turn to the play itself to as‑
sess whether its internal features offer additional, concrete proof of Vernulaeus’s 
hand.

3.3. Textual argument

Turning to the content of the manuscript itself, we must first ask whether the subject 
matter and structure of Drama tragicum are also consistent with the rest of Vernu‑
laeus’s dramatic oeuvre. Before such a comparison can be made, however, it is nec‑
essary to provide an overview the play’s plot and its formal organisation.

61	 Based on the dramatis personae, the brothers do not seem to have played a part in the tragedy itself, 
unlike some other dedicatees. The dedicatees of Vernulaeus’s Maximus, for instance—Alexander and 
Ambrosius de Bournonville—also acted in the play themselves (as Emperors Gratian and Valentinian).

62	 Cf. supra n. 35 on ‘ludi encoeniales’.
63	 Vernulaeus, Divus Stanislaus, A4v–5r.
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Act I of the play opens with an expositional monologue by Maria, the wife of the 
Holy Roman Emperor Otto III (‘Maria Augusta Imperatrix’ and ‘Otho Imperator’), 
tormented by a consuming passion for one of her husband’s courtiers—Oranus, 
Count of Modena (‘Oranus comes Mutinensis’), a celebrated war hero. In Senecan 
fashion, the empress is urged by her nurse—the voice of reason—to suppress these 
feelings and remain faithful to her husband. Yet she refuses, arguing that passion 
overwhelms both reason and loyalty.

Count Oranus, similarly introduced in a soliloquy, is soon confronted by the 
empress’s advances. While Maria confesses her love and desperation, he, despite 
evident emotional conflict, remains resolutely loyal to his lord and his wife, insist‑
ing that honour must prevail above all. His refusal, however, shames and devastates 
his lord’s wife.

In the final scenes of the act, a breakdown unfolds as the empress attempts sui‑
cide and is restrained by her nurse. When her husband discovers his wife on the 
verge of death, she accuses the Count of attempting to violate her. Though clearly 
false, her accusation is driven by emotional turmoil, shame, and a last-ditch attempt 
to sever ties with the man who rejected her. Otto blindly believes his wife, praises 
Maria’s supposed virtue, and condemns his formerly loyal courtier, thus sealing the 
act with tragic irony.

Act II deepens the play’s exploration of betrayal and the fatal consequences of 
unchecked passion at court. In its first movement, Count Oranus, though innocent, 
grapples with despair and shame. His private anguish is met with sympathy from an 
unnamed old man (‘Senex’), who warns of the dangers of scorned women and the po‑
litical caprice of court. The Count is also comforted by his wife, Louise (‘Loysa’), who 
is first introduced in II.2. Their dialogue is marked by spousal devotion, confusion, 
and anticipatory grief. Louise’s unwavering faith in her husband’s virtue reinforces 
the contrast between true intimacy and political appearances. Oranus, torn between 
stoic self-defence and fatal resignation, entrusts his wife with his reputation and legacy.

Meanwhile, Emperor Otto becomes a tragic embodiment of irrational justice. 
Believing his wife’s accusation without trial or inquiry, he lashes out in wounded 
honour. Though his nobles advise caution and due process, urging him to at least 
hear Oranus’s defence, Otto rejects this in favour of vengeance. His role as both ac‑
cuser and judge collapses the distinction between law and vendetta, and his refusal 
to entertain doubt marks his descent into tyranny. When Oranus is brought before 
the tribunal, he defends his innocence with stoic poise and rhetorical clarity. He in‑
vokes both divine witness and his past service, insisting on the purity of his actions 
and the falsehood of the empress’s charge. Despite the nobility’s continued appeals 
for rational deliberation, Otto condemns his courtier to death.

The act culminates in Oranus’s final moments, in which he accepts death with 
dignity. Surrounded by loyal followers (‘Ephebi’), he entrusts them with his final 
words, tokens of love for his wife and children, and an enduring plea for justice. His 
martyr-like death off stage thus becomes a damning indictment of imperial blind‑
ness and cruelty.
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The final act III brings the consequences of this injustice to bear. Louise, dev‑
astated, receives the news of her husband’s death. Her lament for her husband 
transforms into an impassioned accusation against the emperor, whom she con‑
fronts directly. In a climactic trial-by-ordeal, she proves the Count’s innocence 
by withstanding a symbolic flame unharmed, a miracle that confirms his chastity 
and loyalty.

Confronted with this irrefutable truth, Otto descends into guilt-ridden de‑
spair. He publicly confesses his error, curses his hasty judgment, and offers his 
own life in reparation. But the court intervenes, and Louise, in an act of tragic 
mercy, chooses forgiveness—so long as justice is meted out to the true culprit. That 
culprit, of course, is the empress, whose final confrontation with her husband is 
the dramatic and moral culmination of the tragedy. She confesses her crime and 
pleads for her life, but Otto, now determined to restore justice and cleanse this 
stain on his reign, condemns her to death. Her pleas sound hollow, and her fate 
seals the tragedy.

In terms of structure, Drama tragicum differs notably from the rest of Vernu‑
laeus’s dramatic corpus. Unlike his fully developed five-act tragedies, the anony‑
mous play unfolds in just three acts and comprises slightly over 1,000 iambic tri‑
meters. Despite this structural brevity, though, it, like all of Vernulaeus’s plays, 
adheres closely to the conventions of Neo-Latin tragedy, particularly those inspired 
by Senecan models.64

One significant structural deviation lies in the absence of choral interludes between 
the acts—an element consistently present in Vernulaeus’s published drama.65 This 
lacuna, however, is at least partially offset by the presence of a distinctly Vernulaean 
figure: the senex.66 As has repeatedly been observed, nearly all of Vernulaeus’s plays 
feature an old man character who serves a quasi-choric role.67 In Drama tragicum, 
the senex fulfils precisely this function—offering commentary, moral reflection, and 
interpretive guidance, often through memorable asides and sententiae. Much like 
his counterparts in Vernulaeus’s printed plays, this ‘choric’ figure stands apart from 

64	 Scholarship on the reception of Seneca in Neo-Latin tragedy is vast, though an overarching study is still 
lacking. A good point of entry are the many contributions in Neo-Latin Drama and Theatre in Early 
Modern Europe; specifically for the Low Countries, see also Jan Bloemendal, ‘Senecan Drama from 
the Northern and Southern Netherlands: Paganization and Christianization’, Dutch Review of Church 
History 81 (2001), no. 1, pp. 38–45.

65	 On choruses in Vernulaeus, see Janning, Der Chor im neulateinischen Drama, pp. 297–317.
66	 He appears in scenes II.1–2 and III.3–6.
67	 On the Vernulaean senex, see esp. Parente, ‘Historical Tragedy’, pp. 165–66. See also Henry VIII, ed. 

Schuster, p. 40 (noting that the ‘heightened role of the senex’ in some of Vernulaeus’s plays can be ‘ex‑
plained by the absence of allegorical characters’, an insight we can also apply to Drama tragicum); Jan‑
ning, Der Chor im neulateinischen Drama, pp. 300–1; Klecker, ‘König Ottokars Glück und Ende’, p. 76 
(‘einer stehenden Figur in Vernulaeus’ Tragödien, die meist à part die Aussagen des Bösewichts kom‑
mentiert und als Sprachohr des Autors dient’); Czerenkiewicz, ‘History, Power, and the Providential 
Order’, p. 23 (‘the figure of an elderly man (Senex), who in Vernulaeus’ plays epitomises the voice of 
common sense and sometimes completes the role of the traditional choir […]. We can conceive this 
Old Man as a personification of Neo-Stoical principles’).
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the plot’s action, acting instead as a didactic anchor that directs the audience toward 
the intended moral reading of the play.68 His presence, then, provides a compelling 
structural parallel to Vernulaean dramaturgy, despite the missing choruses.

Indeed, the senex may have compensated for a chorus in live performance as 
well. In Vernulaeus’s printed oeuvre, the senex complements the chorus rather than 
replaces it—but in Drama tragicum may represent a more compact format used in 
performance, with choruses to be added later for publication. This hypothesis, fur‑
ther discussed below (§3.4.2), suggests that the structural brevity of Drama tragicum 
does not preclude Vernulaeus’s authorship, but may instead offer a unique insight 
into his process of dramatic composition and revision.

In terms of contents, by contrast, Drama tragicum aligns strikingly well with Ver‑
nulaeus’s established dramatic themes. As discussed above, his tragedies consistently 
focus on historical subjects and serve a clear didactic and political purpose. Typi‑
cally informed by Neo-Stoic ideals, they offer exemplary portrayals—both positive 
and negative—of Christian rulership. The Ottonian legend, drawn from mediaeval 
German history, fits seamlessly within this framework. We can also be certain that 
Vernulaeus knew the story, as he discussed it himself in his Epitome historiarum 
ab orbe condito.69 Although he could have encountered the story in various histo‑
riographical sources present in his library such as Godfrey of Viterbo’s Chronicon, 
Baronius’s Annales ecclesiastici, or Franciscus Van Der Haer’s Annales ducum seu 
principum Brabantiae, it is at least tempting to consider that Vernulaeus may have 
been inspired by its appearance in Justus Lipsius’s Monita et exempla politica (1605), 
in which his Neo-Stoic predecessor also explicitly highlighted the story’s dramatic 
and tragic potential (‘fabula’, ‘tragica’).70 In short, the anonymous tragedy’s explora‑
tion of illicit passion, destructive court intrigue, and the tragic downfall of the in‑
nocent reflects some of Vernulaeus’s core dramatic concerns.

68	 Parente, ‘Historical Tragedy’, pp. 165–66. Cf. Janning, Der Chor im neulateinischen Drama, p. 316: ‘Ver‑
nulaeus unterscheidet sich zudem von den anderen drei Bühnendichtern durch die Einführung eines 
Senex, der in der Mehrzahl seiner Tragödien eine dem Chor analoge Aufgabe des Kommentierens 
ausübt und manchmal sogar beim Vortrag chorlyrischer Partien zum Einsatz kommt’.

69	 See Nicolaus Vernulaeus, Epitome historiarum ab orbe condito ad haec usque tempora (…), Lovanii: 
Petrus Sassenus, 1654, p. 287, where he summarises the story as follows: ‘Maria Aragonica Imperatrix 
Comitem Mutinensem in amorem suum pellicere conata, ubi repulsam passa est amorem in odium 
verso Comitem tentatae pudicitiae suae apud Imperatorem accusavit qui nimis credulus Comitem 
quamprimum luere poenam capite iussit. Paucos post dies cum ius viduis pupillisque Caesar diceret, 
adfuit Comitis Coniux, quae veniam praefata, rogat ‘quae poena dignus esset qui vitam alteri iniuria 
ademisset?’ Respondit Imperator, ‘Morte.’ Tum illa, ‘Ergo poenam hanc, tu Caesar, te iudice subire debes, 
qui innocentem maritum meum sustulisti’, et statim candens ferrum illaesis manibus apprehendens 
mariti sui innocentiam cum omnium adstantium stupore comprobavit. Ibi Imperator graviter detecta 
veritate commotus viduam multis muneribus et quatuor castris donavit precatus homicidii veniam, et 
mox Imperatricem uxorem suam flammis vivam addixit.’

70	 Justus Lipsius, Monita et Exempla Politica. Political Admonitions and Examples. Edited with Translation, 
Commentary, and Introduction, ed. J. Papy, T. Van Houdt and M. Janssens, Leuven: University Press, 
2022, pp. 390–93. The story appears in book II, chapter 9, under the admonition that ‘Justice has to be 
administered dispassionately and without bias’ (translation ibid.). On Vernulaeus’s library, see Pierre 
Delsaerdt, De bibliotheek van Nicolaus Vernulaeus: een facsimile van de boekveilingcatalogus uit 1649, 
Wildert: De Carbolineum Pers, 2005.
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The most immediate comparison is with Vernulaeus’s 1628 Crispus, another 
‘recasting of the Phaedra saga in a Christian mold’, which similarly stages the de‑
structive force of forbidden desire at an imperial court—now in the time of Con‑
stantine the Great.71 Yet thematic resonances abound elsewhere in Vernulaeus’s 
oeuvre as well. The figure of Otto III, portrayed as a tyrannical ruler manipulated 
by his wife and deaf to wise counsel, invites comparison with similarly portrayed 
Vernulaean tyrants such as Henry VIII, Ottokar II, Boleslaus, and Levigildus, to 
name but a few of these rulers who were similarly blind to moral truth. The em‑
press Maria as scheming consort also finds clear parallels in the conniving women 
who influenced those same princes behind the scenes—Anne Boleyn, Kunegundis, 
Christina, and Gosuinda.72 Meanwhile, the moral superiority of Count Oranus, 
whose political martyrdom is carried forward by his faithful wife Louise, recalls 
the spiritual triumph of similar Vernulaean heroes such as Thomas More or Sym‑
machus and Boethius.

In short, while Drama tragicum diverges from Vernulaeus’s published trag‑
edies in its overall structure, its themes, character types, and moral vision clearly 
evoke his dramatic signature. Its content, narrative devices, and didactic tone all 
contribute to the growing body of evidence linking this anonymous manuscript 
to Nicolaus Vernulaeus. As the next section will prove, the same also goes for the 
play’s writing style.

3.4. Intertextual argument

Our final argument, both concerning the manuscript’s authorship and dating, centres 
on the revealing presence of references to other dramatic texts throughout Drama 
tragicum. In a literary culture shaped by the poetics of imitatio and aemulatio, no 
early modern playwright was entirely original, in that they were always following 
some model and adorning themselves with borrowed feathers. However, the specific 
choice of these models and the distinctive colour of these feathers, so to speak, can 
reveal much about the playwrights themselves.

In the context of Neo-Latin tragedy, for instance, references to Seneca are so per‑
vasive as to be unremarkable. However, allusions to more recent theatrical works—
whether in Latin or the vernacular—can often reveal what the playwright had read 
or seen, and thus help situate the play more precisely both in time and space. Inter‑
textual analysis, in other words, contributes significantly to the question of authorial 
attribution. This also holds true in the case of Drama tragicum, where intertextual 
references to contemporary Neo-Latin drama exhibit a distinct pattern—one that 
again closely aligns with the literary profile of Nicolaus Vernulaeus, in two key respects.

71	 Henry VIII, ed. Schuster, p. 40. On this overlap, see also infra §3.4.2.
72	 Cf. Parente, ‘Historical Tragedy’, p. 178: ‘Vernulaeus’s female characters are often represented as allur‑

ing distractions who mislead accomplished rulers into imprudent behavior’.



Nicholas De Sutter146

3.4.1. Vernulaeus as Auto-Recycler

First, it is noteworthy that the anonymous tragedy contains numerous verbal paral‑
lels with Vernulaeus’s printed plays. Assuming Vernulaeus indeed authored Drama 
tragicum, we are thus able to observe the professor-playwright at work, recycling 
material from his earlier works (or, conversely, drawing on this unpublished play in 
his later writing), as well as (perhaps even unconsciously) reproducing characteristic 
turns of phrase and stylistic habits. While the apparatus fontium in the edition be‑
low documents the full range of these Vernulaean intertextual parallels, I will limit 
myself to fleshing out two illustrative examples here.

The first comes from the play’s opening scene: a dramatic monologue delivered 
by the tormented empress, who is consumed day and night by an ‘inner fire’, sym‑
bolising the forbidden desire for her husband’s innocent courtier. The Latin text of 
these opening lines read as follows:

Quis ardet intus ignis? Heu, quis se meo
cruore pascit? Viscera et fibras vorat
gliscens in ossa fervor. […]
[…] nulla lenimen quies
adfert dolori, seu diem Phoebus rotet,
seu luna noctem, deserat seu sol diem,
seu luna solem […]
Sum praeda curis, praeda lanientis cudis (Dram. trag. I.1)

Unsurprisingly, this passage contains clear callbacks to Seneca, most notably in the 
image of the fire burning within the empress’s bosom (ardet intus). This iunctura re‑
calls Seneca’s Phaedra, where the eponymous character, in her opening monologue, 
similarly laments the illicit passion consuming her from within. However, there is 
more going on here, for, beyond this expected classical reference, the phrasing in 
this passage is also strikingly reminiscent of Vernulaeus’s own stylistic idiom.

As indicated in the edition’s apparatus fontium, the language describing the ‘heat 
consuming both flesh and fibre’ and the empress’s ‘constant restlessness’—though 
conventional in its general imagery—closely parallels specific passages from Vernu‑
laeus’s tragedies. Particularly strong parallels can be found in Vernulaeus’s Stanislaus, 
where the Phaedra-esque lament from Drama tragicum is echoed almost word for 
word by King Boleslaus and Christina, who were similarly entangled in an illicit 
love affair. In the first fragment below, Boleslaus speaks of his own uncontrollable 
passion; in the second, Christina describes her similarly relentless inner conflict. In 
both cases, we find either direct lexical overlap or closely related formulations (with 
identical wording in bold and similar forms underscored):

Quid restat? intus ignis ardescit meo
cruore pastus; viscera et fibras vorat
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gliscens in ossa fervor. […] (Vern. Stan. I.5)
[…]
Nescio quis artus concutit semper tremor,
quae cura mordet, seu diem Phoebus rotet,
seu luna noctem, deserat seu sol diem,
seu luna solem, praeda lamentis meis
et praeda curis volvor, in dubio est quies (Vern. Stan. II.3)73

The similarity is undeniable and appears independent from any known intermediary 
source. Particularly noteworthy, moreover, is the fact that these echoes stem from 
Stanislaus—the play that, as noted above, likely stands closest in time to Drama tra‑
gicum. Was Vernulaeus (un)consciously reusing recent material, or might he have 
been deliberately referencing his earlier play as a gesture to his Polish patrons in the 
audience, inviting them to recognise lines once addressed to them? Such specula‑
tions aside, what matters here is the unmistakable textual correspondence. It points 
either to Vernulaeus himself, or, at the very least, to a contemporary imitator with 
intimate familiarity with his dramatic style.

Our second example further supports the former scenario, as it features an 
intertextual parallel that would be inaccessible to even a well-informed contem‑
porary imitator. This case involves what appears to be material recycled from Ver‑
nulaeus’s unpublished writings. We now turn to another opening scene, this time 
from Hermenigildus:

O Lumen Orbis, igneae Cursor plagae,
aurate Phoebe, (nam tuum hic testor iubar)
seu te solutis Pontus expectet rotis
moriente luce, seu renascaris novis
ablutus undis, noctis extinguens faces (Vern. Hermen. I.1)

These opening lines of Hermenigildus feature Ingundis, the wife of Hermenegild 
who, while voicing foreboding reflections on her husband’s impending fate, begins 
by addressing the sun. While such invocations of celestial bodies are conventional 
within tragic discourse, it is once again the striking verbal similarity between this 
Vernulaean passage and Drama tragicum that is most noteworthy. For when Count 
Oranus makes his first appearance in the latter play, likewise gripped by anxiety, he 
addresses the sun in precisely the same terms:

Ingens et atrox cura commotos subit
animi dolores; mente praesaga feror.
Aurate Phoebe, maximi decus poli,

73	 See ratio edendi below (§ 6) on reference style and the editions used etc.
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seu te solutis pontus expectet rotis
moriente luce, seu renascaris novis
ablutus undis, noctis extinguens faces (Dram. trag. I.3)

Unlike the previous example, this parallel could not have been the result of imita‑
tion by a contemporary playwright. For both Hermenigildus and Drama tragicum 
remained unpublished during Vernulaeus’s lifetime. As noted earlier, Hermenigildus 
first appeared only in the posthumous 1656 collected edition of Vernulaeus’s trage‑
dies. Its precise date of composition and performance is unknown, and—contrary 
to Schuster’s assumption—the late date of publication does not necessarily place it at 
the end of Vernulaeus’s career.74 On the contrary, the present intertextual echo may 
point to an earlier origin, potentially close in time to Drama tragicum.

Regardless of which play precedes the other and how much time lies between 
their composition, the shared phrasing confirms that one draws directly from the 
other. In the absence of any known intermediary or common source, the most 
plausible explanation is that both texts originated from the same author. This 
intertextual evidence thus offers further strong support for attributing Drama 
tragicum to Vernulaeus.

3.4.2. Vernulaeus as Reader and Recycler of Neo-Latin Drama

Vernulaeus was not only a recycler of his own texts and a frequent user of recurring 
stylistic turns; he also consistently engaged with the broader field of printed drama, 
both in Latin and in the vernacular, often drawing on the work of his contemporar‑
ies. Although scholarship on Vernulaeus’s drama(tic intertextuality) remains lim‑
ited, it has been able to identify several key influences, including the Italian Jesuit 
Bernardino Stefonio (1560–1620), the French Jesuit Nicolas Caussin (1583–1651) 
and fellow Netherlandish playwrights Jacobus Cornelius Lummenaeus a Marca 
(c. 1580–c. 1628) and Daniel Heinsius (1580–1655).75

Though further research into Vernulaeus’s repertoire may shed more light on 
these intertextual ties, a pattern is clearly beginning to emerge. A pattern, in fact, 

74	 Henry VIII, ed. Schuster, pp. 44, 47. See also Parente, ‘Historical Tragedy’, p. 164: ‘There are even closer 
ties between Vernulaeus’s Theodoricus (1623) and Hermenigildus (published in 1656 but most likely 
written much earlier) and the similarly named plays by the French Jesuit Nicolas Caussin (1583–1651), 
who had written these works as professor of rhetoric at the Collège de Henri IV (La Flèche) and the 
Collège de Clermont (Paris) in the late 1610s’.

75	 See e.g. Janning, ‘Konfessionspolitische Auseinandersetzungen’, p. 113; id., Der Chor im neulateinis‑
chen Drama, pp. 298–317; James A. Parente and Jan Bloemendal, ‘What Makes a Neo-Latin Tragedy 
Baroque? The Spanish Netherlands, the Dutch Republic and Beyond’, in Baroque Latinity: Studies in 
the Neo-Latin Literature of the European Baroque, ed. J. Glomski, G. Manuwald and A. Taylor, Lon‑
don: Bloomsbury Academic, 2023, p. 165. On Vernulaeus’s Gorcomienses as a Catholic counterpart to 
Heinsius’s Auriacus, see Bloemendal, ‘Religion and Latin Drama’, pp. 558–59 and Janning, ‘Konfes‑
sionspolitische Auseinandersetzungen’, pp. 110–11, 113.
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which we can further refine by examining the playwright’s own reading practices. 
After all, we are unusually well informed about the books Vernulaeus read thanks to 
the preserved sales catalogue of his personal library.76 If we systematically compare 
Drama tragicum to the corpus of authors known to have been present in Vernu‑
laeus’s library, we find significant correspondences.77 For Drama tragicum contains 
numerous references to works by Stefonio, Lummenaeus, and Heinsius, precisely 
some of Vernulaeus’s favourite models. Caussin, on the other hand, seems notably 
absent. Given that Caussin’s tragedies were not published until 1620, this absence 
may serve as an argumentum e silentio for dating Drama tragicum to the earlier years 
of the 1617–1627 window (cf. supra §3.2).78

These intertextual relationships range from the reuse of individual verses to the 
modelling of entire scenes. A case in point is the confrontation between Count Ora‑
nus and his wife Louise in II.1, which clearly draws on III.2 of Heinsius’s Auriacus.79 
There, William of Orange (1533–1584) similarly attempts to console his anxious wife, 
Louise de Coligny (1555–1620).80 What is more, this borrowing is not only thematic 
and verbal, it also appears that Vernulaeus even appropriated the wife’s name for his 
own, otherwise unnamed, female lead.81

One particularly revealing intertextual reference also allows us to establish a more 
precise terminus post quem. As previously mentioned, Drama tragicum must have 
been written between spring 1617 and spring 1627, with the terminus ante quem 
determined by the death of one of its dedicatees. Now, a terminus post quem can be 
set based on a clear borrowing from Lummenaeus’s Amnon tragoedia sacra, a bibli‑
cal tragedy first published in 1617.82

76	 See Delsaerdt, De bibliotheek van Nicolaus Vernulaeus.
77	 Also note that, though he did own copies of Wallaeus’s works in rhetoric (viz. his 1631 Orationes de 

quatuor novissimis and the 1636 Orator Marianus, both printed in Leuven), Vernulaeus did not seem 
to have owned Divinae iustitiae theatrum.

78	 Nicolas Caussin, Tragoediae sacrae, Parisiis: Sébastien Cramoisy, 1620. The next work that Vernulaeus 
published—the 1623 tragedy Theodoricus—already betrays the influence of Caussin; see e.g. George 
Drew d’Arcy Hocking, A Study of the ‘Tragoediae Sacrae’ of Father Caussin (1583–1651), Baltimore, 
Johns Hopkins Press, 1943, pp. 42–43; Parente, ‘Historical Tragedy’, p. 164.

79	 As mentioned in n. 75, Janning also noted the influence of Heinsius’s Auriacus on (the choruses in) 
Vernulaeus, specifically Gorcomienses (Janning, Der Chor im neulateinischen Drama, pp. 225, 230).

80	 Daniel Heinsius, Auriacus, sive Libertas saucia (Orange, or Liberty Wounded), 1602, ed. J. Bloemendal, 
Leiden and Boston: Brill, 2020), pp. 220–21, 453–56.

81	 On the portrayal of Louise de Coligny on stage, see Lia van Gemert, ‘“Hoe dreef ick in mijn sweet”: De rol 
van Louise de Coligny in de Oranje-drama’s’, De Zeventiende Eeuw 10 (1994), no. 1, pp. 169–80. In contem‑
porary historical sources, the Count’s wife remains unnamed (e.g. Caesar Baronius, Annales Ecclesiastici, 
vol. 10, Antverpiae: Officina Plantiniana, 1618, p. 912). Neo-Latin adaptations assign her various names. 
For instance, in Wallaeus—who explicitly relied on Baronius—she is simply ‘Uxor Comitis’, in the Antwerp 
Augustinian school plays, ‘Richarda’ (with her husband as ‘Robertus’); and in Kolčawa’s Innocentia vindi‑
cata, ‘Melinda’ (her husband, ‘Levindus’).

82	 Jacobus Cornelius Lummenaeus a Marca, Amnon. Tragoedia sacra, Gandavi [Ghent]: Cornelius Marius, 
1617. The dedicatory preface is dated 18 April 1617, and the approbatio 6 April. The play was later also 
included in Jacobus Cornelius Lummenaeus a Marca, Musae lacrymantes, sive Pleias tragica, id est 
septem tragoediae sacrae, Duaci [Douai]: Jean de Fampoux, 1628, pp. 157–98.
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Lummenaeus is best known for his cycle of eight biblical tragedies, all marked 
by the prominence of his choruses. Vernulaeus not only read these plays but also 
knew the author personally, and intertextual connections between their works have 
already been noted—for example, between the choruses of Henricus VIII and Am‑
non.83 It is therefore striking that Drama tragicum shows unmistakable signs of in‑
debtedness to Amnon as well.84

Based on 2 Samuel 13, Lummenaeus’s Amnon dramatises the rape of Tamar, the 
daughter of King David, by her half-brother Amnon. In the opening scene of the 
second act, for instance, Tamar breaks down before her other brother Absalom, 
confiding in him that she has just been violated. In Lummenaeus’s version, part of 
this exchange runs as follows:

Tham. Per has ego te lacrymas. Abs. Fare, impera.
Tham. Per has ego te lacrymas. Abs. Cur non iubes?
Tham. Miserere. Abs. Quid vis misera? Tham. Sic recte vocas,
[…]
Germana, quid me voce perplexa tenes?
Tham. Lugere primum liceat, et consumere
luctum recentem. Abs. Lacrymis olim vacat,
nunc prome curam. Tham. Frater! Abs. Abrumpe ocyus,
quid me dolore incendis? Tham. Ah! pudet loqui,
et, ne quid ultra misceam. Ah! Taedet nimis!
Abs. Quid me enecas Germana? Tham. Permitte obsecro
silere, tantum lacrymas terge meas,
et ne pudorem provoca. Abs. Quid hoc mali est?
[…]
Germana quid me postulas? Tham. Fidem tuam
imploro. Abs. Loquere. Tham. Non satis possum tamen
[…]
Germana Thamar! Tham. Absalom! Abs. Rursus dolet,
et me querelis urget, ac vellit comam.
Tham. Cur non licebat emori? O fatum! O pudor! (Lummen. Am. II.1)

As a tragedy centred on illicit desire, rape, and revenge, Lummenaeus’s Amnon would 
have offered a natural point of inspiration for a dramatist composing a play about 
similar events at the court of Otto III. It is therefore no surprise that our anonymous 

83	 Lummenaeus’s liminary poem for the 1612 edition of Vernulaeus’s Eustachius suggests a personal 
connection between the two men (cf. Ron Johannes Gruijters, An Eloquent Enigma: The Dramas of 
Jacobus Cornelius Lummenaeus à Marca (c. 1580–c. 1628) and Their Contexts, Amsterdam 2010 (PhD 
dissertation), pp. 20–21).

84	 Janning, Der Chor im neulateinischen Drama, p. 299. This intertextual similarity, however, goes well 
beyond the choruses alone.
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playwright drew upon this source. Compare, for instance, the dialogue cited above 
with the empress’s account of her alleged violation to her husband in Drama tragicum:

(Aug.) Per has ego te lacrimas. Otho. Quid est? Quid est?
Aug. Defende, coniux. Otho. Prome quod vexat malum.
Dilecta coniux, voce quid dubia tenes?
Aug. Deflere primum liceat et consumere
fletum. Rex, en, en! Otho. Dic prius. Aug. Pudet loqui.
Defende, Caesar. Otho. Surge, coniux. Aug. Si iubes,
[…]
Aug. Permitte sileam, lacrimas tantum meas
deterge, coniux. Quid pudorem provocas?
Otho. Quid hoc mali est? Vah, aestuo! Quid hoc mali est?
[…]
Dilecta coniux! Aug. O tuam, Caesar, fidem
Imploro! Otho. Loquere. Si opem petas, feram.
Aug. Tuus ille Oranus. Otho. Meus Oranus? Quid tamen?
Aug. Tuus ille Oranus. Heu, pudet! Otho. Rursum dolet,
rursum querelis rumpitur. Quidnam tegis?
Aug. Cur non licebat emori! Otho. Tibi emori? (Dram. trag. I.5)

With identical phrases again indicated in bold and similarities underscored, the in‑
fluence of Lummenaeus’s Amnon II.1 on this scene in Drama tragicum is unmista‑
kable.85 Thematically, the parallel is clear. Just as Tamar struggles to articulate her 
trauma after being raped, so too does the empress—albeit through false tears—he‑
sistate as she wrongfully accuses the Count before her husband. As in Amnon, the 
Emperor initially responds with confusion and disbelief, but ultimately becomes 
consumed by a thirst for revenge. In Drama tragicum, however, this vengeance is 
tragically misdirected at an innocent courtier.

Beyond helping us to establish authorship and dating, finally, intertextuality 
might also shed light on why Drama tragicum—assuming it is by Vernulaeus, as 
this article has argued—was never published during his lifetime. Here, the role of 
Bernardino Stefonio is particularly relevant. We began this article by correcting 
Schuster’s misattribution of the manuscript to Wallaeus; we may now correct him 
again. For in his study of Henricus VIII, Schuster claimed that ‘there seems to be no 
significant influence of Stephonius on Vernulaeus’.86 This claim, however, does not 
withstand scrutiny. Vernulaeus was in fact deeply indebted to the extremely popular 

85	 No textual parallels have been found between Drama tragicum and other contemporary Neo-Latin 
drama on the same theme, such as Rochus Honerdus’ Thamara (1611), which was also absent from 
Vernulaeus’s library. Nor have I undertaken a comparison with vernacular drama; Vernulaeus did, 
for instance, own a copy of Nicolas Chrétien des Croix’s tragedies, which includes Amnon et Thamar 
(1608). A comparative analysis may prove fruitful but lies beyond the scope of this study.

86	 Henry VIII, ed. Schuster, p. 41. See also Janning, Der Chor im neulateinischen Drama, p. 299.
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Italian Jesuit—a fact noted in later scholarship and now further confirmed by the 
Vernulaean Drama tragicum.87

Just as Lummenaeus’s Amnon offered a compelling model for scenes of accusa‑
tions and trauma, so Stefonio’s Crispus provided an ideal framework for a Phaedra-
esque court drama centred on forbidden desire. It is no wonder, then, that numerous 
echoes of the Jesuit tragedy appear throughout Drama tragicum, as documented in 
the apparatus fontium.88 This intertextual relationship may also explain why Vernu‑
laeus never reworked the play into the typical five-act format or published it. It is 
reasonable to assume that his engagement with Crispus before or during the writing 
of Drama tragicum inspired him to compose a full-scale Crispus of his own—which 
he did, publishing his Crispus in 1628, shortly after the 1617–1627 window proposed 
for Drama tragicum.89 Publishing the earlier, shorter Ottonian tragedy alongside or 
after his more polished five-act Crispus would likely have seemed redundant, as the 
tragedies are essentially variations on the same theme. Drama tragicum may thus 
be read as an early prototype later reworked into a more elaborate tragedy. This ad‑
aptation allowed Vernulaeus to improve on some of Drama tragicum’s structural 
flaws—e.g. the imbalance between the two parts of the story—and to transform the 
material into a full-fledged five-act tragedy with all the bells and whistles, includ‑
ing choral songs.

A similar process may have occurred with Vernulaeus’s other plays, some of 
which may have likewise originated as shorter ‘actiunculae’, as Vernulaeus himself 
once referred to a humble production in his letter to Puteanus. That is, these works 
may also have begun as more compact plays—e.g. with fewer than five acts and/or 
without a chorus—suited to more modest performance settings. Such abbreviated 
formats would have had practical advantages for student productions, and given 
Vernulaeus’s reputation for writing with remarkable speed, it is entirely plausible 

87	 See supra n. 75.
88	 Vernulaeus’s reliance on Stefonio’s Crispus, while unsurprising given the latter’s canonical status, high‑

lights the methodological limitations of using Vernulaeus’s library catalogue as sole evidence for his 
reading. Notably, while the catalogue does list Stefonio’s Flavia, it does not include his Crispus, de‑
spite clear influence on Vernulaeus. This influence suggests that Vernulaeus was thoroughly familiar 
with Stefonio’s drama and likely owned a copy, even if it was not recorded. The absence of Stefonio’s 
Crispus from the catalogue thus underscores its incompleteness as a record of Vernulaeus’s reading 
habits. Moreover, it has been noted that the catalogue’s quality is in itself questionable, having been 
compiled by a relatively inexperienced bookseller (Delsaerdt, De bibliotheek van Nicolaus Vernulaeus, 
pp. 7–8).

89	 Crispus was published together with Conradinus in 1628, having probably both been performed the 
year before. The preface, dated 13 December 1627, is not clear about the exact (or relative) dates of 
performance, only mentioning to the dedicatee that the performance(s) had been ‘recent’ (Nicolaus 
Vernulaeus, Conradinus et Crispus tragoediae, Lovanii: Joannes Oliverius, 1628), iiiV: ‘Qui nuper in 
Theatro syrmate induti spectantium oculos animosque permoverunt […], ii nunc ad Te in cothurnis 
veniunt, Conradinus et Crispus.’). The play has yet to receive its first analysis, but this should certainly 
include a detailed comparison with Stefonio’s Crispus (see briefly on this, Parente, ‘Historical Tragedy’, 
p. 164). The text, however, has recently been made available online in digital formats: first by myself on 
the Ceneton database and then also by Jan Bloemendal on the TransLatin database, the former based 
on the 1628 edition and the latter on the 1656 collected volume.
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that some plays could have later been expanded and refined for print within a few 
months’ time. No contemporary eyewitness accounts of performances of Vernu‑
laeus’s plays seem to survive to confirm this hypothesis, but the absence of such 
evidence does not preclude the plausibility that there could have been substantial 
differences between the play as it was originally performed and the version that 
was eventually published.

Drama tragicum thus potentially also offers rare material evidence for what may 
have been Vernulaeus’s compositional practice: an initial, performative version later 
reshaped into a fuller literary product. As such, the play is not only a newly attributed 
addition to his oeuvre but also a unique window into the genesis and transforma‑
tion of Neo-Latin academic drama in early modern Leuven.

4. Conclusion

Whatever the reason why the Neo-Latin play Drama tragicum de Maria Augusta 
Othonis III Imperatoris conjuge, now preserved in manuscript BNF Latin 8437, was 
never published, the combined evidence presented above supports a compelling 
case for attributing the play to Nicolaus Vernulaeus. While the manuscript itself is 
anonymous and undated, its dedication, performance context, and literary features 
align closely with Vernulaeus’s known practices as a playwright and professor at the 
early modern University of Leuven.

The dedication on behalf of the Pig College to the Sieniawski brothers—Polish 
aristocrats with personal ties to Vernulaeus—firmly anchors the manuscript in the 
Leuven academic environment around 1620. Vernulaeus’s 1618 tragedy Stanislaus 
was also dedicated to the same individuals, performed by students from the Pig Col‑
lege, and composed in a similarly commemorative context. The internal evidence of 
Drama tragicum—including thematic parallels, similar narrative devices, and stylis‑
tic echoes of Vernulaeus’s own repertoire and favourite models—further strength‑
ens this attribution. Particularly decisive is the intertextual debt to Lummenaeus’s 
Amnon, first published in 1617, which provides a concrete terminus post quem and 
situates the play plausibly within Vernulaeus’s most productive period as a dramatist.

Beyond establishing the likely authorship of a previously misattributed Neo-Latin 
tragedy—now also the earliest known drama in Latin on the Ottonian legend—this 
study contributes to a fuller understanding of Vernulaeus’s dramatic corpus and the 
institutional culture in which he operated. Drama tragicum not only expands our 
knowledge of his theatrical repertoire but also sheds new light on the role of academic 
drama in the ceremonial and intellectual life of early modern Leuven. In offering 
the first critical edition and analysis of Drama tragicum, this article invites future 
research into the dramatic practices of Vernulaeus as well as the broader networks 
of patronage, performance, and pedagogy that shaped the production of Neo-Latin 
drama, both at the early modern university and beyond.
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6. Edition: ratio edendi

The following edition is based on the manuscript BNF Latin 8437. Orthography 
has been restored to classical norms, and punctuation and capitalisation have been 
modernised. References to classical sources are indicated in the apparatus fontium, 
following the citation conventions of the Thesaurus linguae Latinae. Angle brackets 
(< >) indicate editorial additions; when relevant, citations in the apparatus also in‑
clude the speaker’s name in round brackets.

References to printed Neo-Latin drama are based on the following editions: for 
Stefonio’s Crispus (abbreviated Stefon. Crisp.), see Bernardino Stefonio, Crispus: tra‑
goedia, ed. L. Strappini, Rome: Bulzoni, 1998; for Heinsius’s Auriacus (Heins. Aur.): 
Daniel Heinsius, Auriacus, sive Libertas saucia (Orange, or Liberty Wounded), 1602, 
ed. J. Bloemendal, Leiden and Boston: Brill, 2020.

Since many early modern prints lack line numbers, citations include act and 
scene numbers as well as the line number on the relevant page. For Lummenaeus’s 
Amnon (abbreviated Lummen. Am.), the editio princeps is used: Jacobus Cornelius 
Lummenaeus a Marca, Amnon. Tragoedia sacra, Gandavi: Cornelius Marius, 1617).

For Vernulaeus’s plays, modern editions (cited above) have been used where avail‑
able: i.e. A. De Latour 1880 (Joanna Darcia), Rousseau 1989 (Fritlandus), Schuster 
1964 (Henricus VIII), and Dana Sutton’s online edition of Thomas Cantuariensis.90 
Otherwise, references are to the 1656 collected volumes. The following abbrevia‑
tions are used (in alphabetical order): Conr. (Conradinus); Crisp. (Crispus); Darc. 
(Joanna Darcia, vulgo Puella Aureliansensis); Eust. (Divus Eustachius sive fidei et pa‑
tientiae triumphus); Frit. (Fritlandus); Gorc. (Gorcomienses sive fidei exilium); Henr. 

90	 See https://philological.cal.bham.ac.uk/vern/ (accessed 28 March 2026).
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(Henricus VIII seu Schisma Anglicanum); Hermen. (Hermenigildus); Lamb. (Lam‑
bertus); Max. (Maximus); Otto. (Ottocarus Bohemiae rex seu Rebellio contra Rudol‑
phum I. Imperatorem); Stan. (Divus Stanislaus); Theod. (Theodoricus rex Italiae); 
Thom. (Thomas Cantuariensis).
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