
macrobius commentary on the dream of
scipio
macrobius commentary on the dream of scipio stands as a pivotal work in the history of
classical literature and philosophy, offering profound insights into Roman thought, cosmology, and
Neoplatonic philosophy. This commentary, authored by the Roman writer Macrobius in the early 5th
century AD, meticulously explores Cicero’s "Dream of Scipio," a visionary passage from his larger
work, *De Republica*. The treatise has had enduring influence on medieval and Renaissance
intellectual traditions, shaping conceptions of the cosmos, the soul, and the afterlife. This article
delves into the historical context and content of Macrobius’s commentary, examines its philosophical
underpinnings, and highlights its enduring cultural significance. Readers will also gain
understanding of how the commentary contributed to the transmission of classical knowledge and
how it reflects the synthesis of pagan and early Christian thought. Below is a detailed exploration
designed to elucidate the key aspects of the macrobius commentary on the dream of scipio.
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Historical Context and Background
The macrobius commentary on the dream of scipio was composed during a transitional period in late
antiquity, around the early 5th century AD. Macrobius Ambrosius Theodosius, the author, was a
Roman scholar and philosopher whose works bridged classical pagan philosophy and the emerging
Christian intellectual milieu. His commentary focuses on Cicero’s "Somnium Scipionis" ("Dream of
Scipio"), a visionary narrative embedded within *De Republica* (Book VI), where Scipio Aemilianus
recounts a celestial vision imparting cosmic and ethical knowledge.

This context is critical, as the commentary emerged at a time when philosophical and religious
paradigms were shifting. Macrobius’s work preserved and interpreted classical Neoplatonic and
Stoic cosmologies, ensuring their survival through the Middle Ages. The commentary serves as both
an exposition of Cicero’s text and a broader cosmological treatise, reflecting the intellectual currents
of late Roman antiquity.

Authorship and Date
Macrobius’s precise biographical details remain sparse, but scholarly consensus places his activity
in the early 5th century AD. His erudition and command of classical literature equipped him to



synthesize diverse philosophical traditions. His commentaries reflect an extensive knowledge of
Plato, Aristotle, Plotinus, and earlier Roman thinkers, which he integrated with Cicero’s own
philosophical vision.

The Dream of Scipio in Cicero’s Work
The "Dream of Scipio" is a seminal passage in Roman literature, describing a dream in which Scipio
Aemilianus encounters his grandfather, who reveals the cosmic order and the immortality of the
soul. Cicero’s text explores themes of virtue, the soul’s journey, and the celestial spheres—concepts
that Macrobius elaborates upon extensively in his commentary.

Philosophical and Cosmological Themes
The macrobius commentary on the dream of scipio deeply engages with key philosophical ideas,
particularly those derived from Neoplatonism and Stoicism. Macrobius provides a detailed
exposition of the universe’s structure, the nature of the soul, and the metaphysical implications of
Cicero’s vision.

Cosmology and the Celestial Spheres
Central to Macrobius’s interpretation is the concept of the cosmos as a series of concentric spheres
surrounding the Earth. Each sphere corresponds to a celestial body, such as the Moon, Mercury,
Venus, the Sun, Mars, Jupiter, and Saturn, culminating in the sphere of the fixed stars and the
primum mobile. The commentary elaborates on the motions of these spheres and their influence on
earthly affairs.

Earth as the center of the universe

The hierarchy of celestial spheres

The role of the primum mobile in imparting motion

The harmony and music of the spheres

The Immortality and Journey of the Soul
Macrobius interprets the dream as an allegory for the soul’s ascent after death. The soul’s journey
through the celestial spheres symbolizes its purification and progression toward divine unity. The
commentary emphasizes the immortality of the soul and its capacity to attain a higher state of
existence, reflecting Neoplatonic ideals of the One and the emanation of reality.



Ethics and the Ideal of the Philosopher
Alongside cosmology, the commentary underscores ethical teachings central to Cicero’s text. The
soul’s cosmic journey serves as a moral exemplar, encouraging virtue, wisdom, and detachment from
earthly desires. Macrobius highlights the philosopher’s role as one who seeks truth beyond material
existence, aligning with classical ideals of the good life.

Structure and Content of the Commentary
The macrobius commentary on the dream of scipio is organized systematically to provide a
comprehensive analysis of Cicero’s text and its philosophical implications. It is divided into sections
that address cosmology, metaphysics, theology, and ethics, illustrating the interconnectedness of
these themes.

Detailed Exegesis of Cicero’s Text
Macrobius offers line-by-line commentary on the "Dream of Scipio," elucidating obscure references
and expanding upon the symbolic meanings. This detailed exegesis includes discussions of
astronomical concepts, mythological allusions, and philosophical doctrines embedded in the dream
narrative.

Integration of Philosophical Traditions
The commentary synthesizes various philosophical schools, notably Neoplatonism, Stoicism, and
Pythagoreanism. Macrobius draws from earlier sources such as Plotinus and Porphyry, incorporating
their cosmological and metaphysical insights to deepen the interpretation of the dream’s themes.

Use of Allegory and Symbolism
Allegory plays a vital role in Macrobius’s method. He treats the dream as a symbolic map of the
cosmos and the soul’s spiritual journey. Each celestial sphere and its associated deity or principle is
analyzed for its metaphorical significance, contributing to the work’s richness and depth.

Influence on Medieval and Renaissance Thought
The macrobius commentary on the dream of scipio profoundly impacted intellectual history,
especially during the Middle Ages and Renaissance. It functioned as a primary source for
understanding classical cosmology and philosophy, influencing theologians, astronomers, and
humanists alike.



Medieval Cosmology and Theology
Medieval scholars relied heavily on Macrobius for cosmological knowledge. His detailed descriptions
of the celestial spheres informed the dominant Ptolemaic worldview and helped reconcile pagan
philosophy with Christian doctrine. The commentary was studied in monastic schools and
universities, shaping medieval conceptions of the universe and the soul’s afterlife.

Renaissance Humanism and Revival of Classical Learning
During the Renaissance, Macrobius’s commentary was rediscovered and celebrated for its classical
erudition. Humanists used it to access Cicero’s philosophical legacy and to explore Neoplatonic
ideas that inspired art, literature, and science. The commentary’s influence is evident in the works of
figures such as Marsilio Ficino and Giovanni Pico della Mirandola.

Contributions to Astronomy and Music Theory
Macrobius’s discussions of the harmony of the spheres and celestial motions contributed to early
astronomical and musical theories. His work provided a framework for understanding cosmic order
as a harmonious system, inspiring later thinkers to explore the mathematical principles underlying
nature.

Legacy and Modern Relevance
The macrobius commentary on the dream of scipio remains a valuable resource for scholars studying
classical philosophy, ancient cosmology, and the transmission of knowledge through history. Its
synthesis of philosophical traditions and detailed cosmological descriptions continue to inform
contemporary research in the humanities.

Preservation of Classical Intellectual Heritage
Macrobius’s work is a key text in the preservation of late antique and classical thought. By
explicating Cicero’s dream, the commentary ensured that essential Neoplatonic and Stoic ideas
survived the turbulent period of late antiquity and were accessible to later generations.

Influence on Modern Interpretations of Classical Philosophy
Modern scholars analyze Macrobius’s commentary to better understand the reception of classical
philosophy in late antiquity and its transformation through the Middle Ages. The text sheds light on
how ancient cosmology and metaphysics were interpreted and adapted across eras.

Continued Interest in Cosmological and Ethical Themes
The themes explored in the macrobius commentary—such as the structure of the universe, the soul’s



immortality, and the pursuit of virtue—retain relevance in contemporary philosophical and
theological discussions. The work invites ongoing reflection on human nature and the cosmos.

Macrobii Ambrosii Theodosii commentarii in Somnium Scipionis1.

Neoplatonic cosmology and the celestial spheres2.

Philosophical allegory in late antiquity3.

The impact of classical commentary on medieval scholarship4.

Reception of Cicero’s Dream of Scipio in Renaissance humanism5.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is Macrobius' 'Commentary on the Dream of Scipio'
about?
Macrobius' 'Commentary on the Dream of Scipio' is an early 5th-century philosophical text that
explains and interprets Cicero's 'Somnium Scipionis,' discussing cosmology, the afterlife, and
Neoplatonic philosophy.

Who was Macrobius, the author of the commentary?
Macrobius was a Roman philosopher and writer from the early 5th century AD, known for his works
on philosophy, literature, and astronomy, with his 'Commentary on the Dream of Scipio' being his
most famous contribution.

Why is the 'Commentary on the Dream of Scipio' significant in
medieval philosophy?
The commentary was highly influential during the Middle Ages as it preserved and transmitted
classical Neoplatonic ideas on the cosmos and the soul's immortality, shaping medieval cosmology
and Christian thought.

How does Macrobius interpret the cosmology in Cicero's
'Dream of Scipio'?
Macrobius elaborates on the structure of the universe as a series of concentric spheres, detailing the
movements of celestial bodies and linking them to the soul's journey and moral philosophy.



In what ways did Macrobius' commentary influence
Renaissance thinkers?
Renaissance scholars studied Macrobius to reconnect with classical philosophy, using his
interpretations to inform humanist thought, astronomy, and the understanding of the soul in art and
literature.

Where can one find modern editions or translations of
Macrobius' 'Commentary on the Dream of Scipio'?
Modern editions and English translations of Macrobius' commentary are available through academic
publishers and online resources such as the Loeb Classical Library and various university press
publications.

Additional Resources
1. Macrobius and the Dream of Scipio: A Philosophical Commentary
This book offers an in-depth analysis of Macrobius's commentary on Cicero's "Dream of Scipio,"
exploring the philosophical and cosmological ideas embedded in the text. It delves into the
Neoplatonic influences and the synthesis of classical and late antique thought. Readers gain insight
into how Macrobius interprets the nature of the soul, the cosmos, and the afterlife.

2. Cosmos and Soul in Macrobius' Dream of Scipio
Focusing on the cosmological framework of Macrobius's commentary, this volume examines the
intricate relationship between the soul and the universe. It contextualizes Macrobius’s vision within
the broader tradition of Roman and Greek philosophy, highlighting his impact on medieval and
Renaissance thought.

3. The Dream of Scipio in Late Antiquity: Macrobius and Beyond
This book situates Macrobius’s commentary within the intellectual currents of late antiquity, tracing
its influence on subsequent authors. It discusses the reception of the Dream of Scipio and how
Macrobius's interpretations shaped medieval cosmology and philosophy.

4. Neoplatonism and the Afterlife in Macrobius' Dream of Scipio
Exploring the Neoplatonic elements in Macrobius’s work, this study focuses on themes of
immortality and the soul’s journey after death. It offers a comparative approach to understanding
how Macrobius integrates Platonic and Christian ideas about the afterlife.

5. Macrobius' Commentary on Cicero: Text and Translation
This scholarly edition provides the Latin text of Macrobius's commentary alongside an English
translation. It includes detailed annotations and commentary, making it accessible for both
specialists and students interested in classical philosophy and literature.

6. The Influence of Macrobius on Medieval Dream Interpretation
This book explores how Macrobius’s commentary influenced medieval theories of dreams and their
meanings. It traces the transmission of his ideas through manuscript traditions and their integration
into medieval scholarly and mystical thought.



7. Philosophy and Poetry in Macrobius’ Dream of Scipio
Analyzing the literary and philosophical dimensions of Macrobius’s commentary, this volume
highlights the interplay between poetic imagery and philosophical discourse. It sheds light on
Macrobius’s method of combining narrative with metaphysical reflection.

8. Macrobius and the Roman Intellectual Tradition
This study examines Macrobius’s place within the broader Roman intellectual milieu, emphasizing
his role as a transmitter of classical knowledge. It discusses his commentary on the Dream of Scipio
as a key text for understanding late antique cultural and philosophical synthesis.

9. The Legacy of Macrobius’ Dream of Scipio in Renaissance Thought
Focusing on the Renaissance revival of classical texts, this book traces how Macrobius’s
commentary influenced Renaissance humanists and philosophers. It explores the enduring appeal of
the Dream of Scipio’s themes of cosmic order and the immortality of the soul.
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