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CASSIODORUS, INSTITVTIONES 1.28.3 AND LACTANTIUS,
DIVINAE INSTITVTIONES 3.28.22*
ABSTRACT

This note identifies the source of a brief quotation in Cassiodorus, Institutiones 1.28.3 as a
passage of Lactantius, Diuinae Institutiones 3.28.22. It argues that Cassiodorus possibly
intended to draw an implicit comparison between himself and Lactantius.
Keywords: Cassiodorus, Institutiones; Lactantius, Diuinae Institutiones; Origen; Abbé
Morel

In Inst. 1.28, Cassiodorus writes that the study of letters—both sacred and secular—
should not be neglected, since they enable a better understanding of the Scriptures.
However, readers have to keep in mind that letters alone cannot lead to the truth, as
is shown by many ancient philosophers, who never reached the source of wisdom
because they did not possess the true light. After these reflections, Cassiodorus writes:
quoniam, sicut a quodam dictum est, numquam potest plenissime inuestigari, quod non
per uiam suam quaeritur (‘as someone has said, whatever is not sought for in its own
way cannot be completely tracked down’).1
This quotation is briefly mentioned by Schirren in his book about Jordanes and
Cassiodorus.2 He believed that Jordanes did not state openly that he had taken the
beginning of his preface to the Getica from Rufinus’ preface to the translation of
Origen’s Explanatio super epistulam Pauli ad Romanos because of the dubious
orthodoxy of the Alexandrian scholar.3 According to Schirren, ‘idem Cassiodorio
placuisse puto, in lib. de inst. div. lit. c. 28’.4 This attempt to trace the quotation
back to Origen was not followed by the editor and by the translators of Cassiodorus’
Institutiones, who did not try to find the passage’s source. Schirren was right in looking
for a Christian author, but he missed the most obvious candidate, another writer who
authored a treatise entitled Institutiones, namely Lactantius. Chapter 28 of Book 3 of
his Diuinae Institutiones is about the ancient philosophers who were not wise because
they missed God in their quest for the truth. After making his point by mentioning quite
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a few examples, Lactantius concludes by writing that numquam enim potest inuestigari
quod non per uiam suam quaeritur (Diu. Inst. 3.28.22).
As far as I know, Cassiodorus’ passage has been correctly attributed to Lactantius
only by Abbé Morel in 1766,5 yet his observation has been ignored not only by
Schirren but also by subsequent editors and translators of the Institutiones. Moreover,
Morel was not interested in the context of the sentence but in the quotation itself, so
he did not look into the purpose of this reference to Lactantius. Cassiodorus transcribed
the sentence almost verbatim, adding only the adverb plenissime, and placed it shortly
before the only reference to Lactantius in the Institutiones, which occurs at the
beginning of the following paragraph, where he quotes Augustine’s De doctrina
Christiana 2.40.61 (nonne aspicimus quanto auro et argento et ueste suffarcinatus
exierit de Aegypto Cyprianus, et doctor suauissimus et martyr beatissimus? quanto
Lactantius, quanto Victorinus, Optatus, Hilarius?) in order to indicate that quite a
few Christian writers who had a profound knowledge of both secular authors and divine
law were able to reach true wisdom.
The name of Lactantius is introduced by a passage of his Diuinae Institutiones, so it
is possible that Cassiodorus intended to draw a comparison between himself and his
illustrious predecessor.6 Thanks to his deep secular learning and his Christian faith,
Lactantius managed to understand the essence of true religion and to convey his wisdom
to others through his books. Cassiodorus, whose knowledge of secular letters is attested
shortly afterwards by a Virgilian quotation,7 and whose faith was well known, was
likewise able to help—through his works—those who struggled in order to catch a
glimpse of the mysteries of the divine wisdom. By quoting from Diu. Inst. 3.28.22,
Cassiodorus may have indicated that both he and Lactantius, unlike ancient
philosophers, had managed to come to the true ‘source both of knowledge of this
world and of the salvation of the soul’.8
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