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1. General presentation
Since the dawn of modernity Western reflections on how we acquire and pass on knowledge have
centered the concept of method. While the term’s semantic is often taken for granted, this proposal
comes back to its origin and sheds light on unexpected entanglements in modern European intellectual
history. “Method”, from the Greek “the road to get through”, was used in classical antiquity to define
systems of precepts, argumentative processes, or more broadly as a synonym with art. Yet, in 16"-
century Europe, when new educational approaches inspired by classical learning became
institutionalized, its semantics shifted to indicating an organization of knowledge designed to be
universally transmissible and epistemologically sound. Method epitomized the well-ordered way of
teaching and learning to be adopted in institutions such as the gymnasium. While the shift is framed
as an “original” product of Western Renaissance, informing all the subsequent ways of thinking about
knowledge, this project explores the hypothesis of a generative impact of concepts, texts and people
coming from the Greek-speaking geo-political space of the Byzantine Empire. We aim to investigate
if and how notions of discursive and scientific organization coming from the Greek East contributed
to Humanistic ways of thinking, fostering egalitarian modes of communication and knowledge
transfer that appealed to rising European elites. The project will use machine learning and Natural
Language Processing to map out consistently the semantics of method in Greek Byzantine and Latin
Humanistic sources, taking full advantage of a broad corpus (see below 5.) and mobilizing an

otherwise hardly manageable volume of linguistically complex material.

2. Impact
By advancing new ways of thinking about knowledge transmission and developing new digital tools
along the way, METHOD will produce three types of impact:

1. Scientific - At its core, METHOD provides cutting-edge tools (natural language models,
semantic and network maps) to analyse and visualize early modern texts, making complex
sources more accessible (see 4.). Beyond this, its innovative approach to intellectual history
can be replicated to open new research avenues (see 5.). Further, it brings up the role of female
agency (see 6.) in a story (rhetoric, institutional education) hitherto framed as an exclusively
male affair. Lastly, by examining cultural exchange, METHOD invites to shift the focus from
the content of learning to its modes, highlighting the power of diverse ways of thinking.

2. Educational - The tools developed by the project will impact current teaching approaches,

following a pathway described below in 7.



3. Cultural - By tracing the historical roots of pedagogical methods in modern Europe, the
project challenges rigid views of cultural traditions as exclusive or identity-defining. Instead,
it reveals Europe’s deeply entangled cultural processes, shaped by cross-religious exchange
and the movement of men and women across regions. METHOD underscores the diverse
origins of discursive practices seen as foundational to Western European identity.
Responding to the current debate on classical education, this project demonstrates that the
so-called rediscovery of the classics also included the import to Europe of new ways of

teaching and communicating, within a dialectical and practice-oriented framework.

3. Research question(s) and workgroups
The omnipresence of “method” within European educational theories has been described as resulting
from endeavors of Western Renaissance humanists. As put by Anthony Grafton, “method was the
catchword of promoters of humanist education from the 1510s onward”.! And yet, a fundamental fact
remains overlooked. The migration of people and manuscripts from the Christian East before and
after the fall of Constantinople in 1453, which had famously led to the rediscovery of the Greek
classics, had also brought to the West a wealth of rhetorical and philosophical reflections theorizing
method as a way of organizing knowledge for discursive but also didactic and hermeneutic purposes.
The “rediscovery of Greek™ qua language in the West, the influx of ancient texts, as well as the
construction of Byzantium by European gazes are processes widely studied?. Much less attention, if
any, however, has been devoted to the impact of specific logic-discursive views of the world brought
to Europe by Greek intellectuals and to the transnational reception of their ways of thinking into new
intellectual frameworks. This aspect is key to the issue of method, which, more specifically, must
be read against the background of Renaissance rhetoric. Between the 15" and the 16™ century,
humanists turned discursive arts — theorized and practiced - into a powerful cognitive tool, a new “art
of thinking”.® This change was boosted by the rediscovery of a rhetorical handbook circulating under
the name of the Graeco-Roman rhetor Hermogenes (2"%-3" ¢. CE). The handbook, a medieval “best-
seller” teaching Byzantine elite how to do public speeches, arrived in the West together with a large
body of theoretical reflections developed over a millennium. Such texts circulated both in manuscript
form and as exegetical apparatuses appended to the handbook’s first printed editions. Therein readers
found theorizations about a method to organize and transmit both knowledge and discourses. Based
on these considerations, METHOD asks the following research question: to what extent did
European humanists engage with the reflections on method developed during the Byzantine

millennium? To answer this question, we will look at the conceptual development of method in the
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writings of three figures of reformers who contributed to what Anthony Grafton dubs “Nordic
Methodical Humanism”: the Germans Philip Melanchthon (1497-1560)* and Johannes Sturm (1507-
1589)° as well as the Frenchman Pierre de la Ramée (1515-1572)8. Their work will be analysed in
conjuncture with the penetration in Europe of Byzantine material through two key cultural mediators:
George of Trebizond (1395-1486)" and Konstantinos Laskaris (1434-1501)8. These cases, both
discrete and interlocked, are explored within a perspective of entangled history (see below 4.) within
three work packages:

- 1. Semantic networks, analyzing the semantics of “method” in the source sets;

- 2. Manuscripts and people, tracing movements and encounters enabling cultural interchange;

- 3. Civic discourses, investigating the extent to which the new political constellations of the 15" and
16™ century — i.e. centralized states, reformed communities, first constitutional monarchies — favored
the reception of Byzantine concepts of method into the training programmes for their elites.

Diverse expertise and operational approaches are required to disentangle the conceptual and material
links at stake as well as the actors involved culturally and politically. Methodologies range from
machine learning and natural language processing to manuscript and translation studies. Each work-

package feeds into the main objective by answering a relevant sub-question.

Main Research Question
To what extent Greek medieval heritage contributed to shaping Renaissance reflections on method?
1. Semantic networks
Q1 Do Byzantine and Humanist treatments of "method" show semantic similarities?
Working Hypothesis
Greek rhetorical commentaries did not only provide an exegetical tool but also a way of thinking impacting on
processes of thought and knowledge organization

2. Manuscripts and People
Q2 Which are the routes of dissemination of Byzantine material toward Northern Europe?
Working Hypothesis
Historical links do exist and are traceable but have been overlooked due to superimposed scholarly
compartmentalization
4. Civic Discourses
Q3 Why should Byzantine rhetorical theory have been so readily mobilized by early modern Western educators
and practitioners?
Working Hypothesis
Through the combination of hermeneutic and dialectic it had a universal, easily transferrable dimension, catering
to the needs of emerging, diverse groups across Europe.

3. State of the art
The conceptual development of method in the Renaissance has been investigated since the half of the

past century.® Researchers studied it in conjuncture with the impact of Graeco-Roman rhetoric on
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Renaissance European poetics!® as well as the reception of Hermogenes’ handbook in the new
curricula, especially within Protestant Academies!?. Yet, early modern “method” has been regarded
as inherently different from the kind theorized in pre-modern rhetorical treatises, the latter being still
considered in recent literature as a quintessentially stylistic category!2. Bihlaier for instance in her
recent and comprehensive work on method in Melanchthon, while acknowledging the debt to the
Greek commentaries on Aristotle, does not consider pre-modern Greek rhetorical traditions, which in
fact offer the same blend of Aristotelian logic, Stoic concepts of art and status-based argumentative
strategies she investigates in Melanchthon. Renaissance studies have been selectively blind toward
theorical reflections coming from the Byzantine world. The transfer of linguistic knowledge and
ancient textual heritage from the Greek speaking East is a well-studied phenomenon.'®* However very
little, if anything, exists as regards the transfer of concepts and/or ideas between Byzantium and
Europe. Only recently Micha Lazarus, addressing the reception of Aristotle’s Rhetoric, has stressed
how Greek teachers brought with them also distinctive conceptual and didactic apparatuses.'*
Equally, scholarship has treated the early modern reception of Graeco-Roman rhetorical theory as
“unmediated”, disregarding centuries of hermeneutic engagement in the Greek speaking East.™®
METHOD argues instead for a non-segmented transmission across geographical and cultural areas.
In the last decade Byzantine studies have valorized the theoretical and socio-cultural relevance of
Byzantine rhetoric. Pizzone!® in particular has brought to light new texts and emphasized the use of
method as a practical and theoretical organizational tool, broadly applicable to both discourse and
knowledge, across the liberal arts.!” She has also highlighted similarities between Byzantine
diagrammatic representations and Johannes Sturm’s own exegesis on Hermogenes.'® Conceptual
links with the Byzantine material have not been traced before because that material was hardly
available for study: new sources and new editions however make the situation ripe for a change. A
further difficulty is that educational and discursive traditions are studied separately when they belong
to different Christian denominations. This is problematic because, while the period in question is
characterized by extreme religious polarizations, it offers also striking cases of cohabitation. The
Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, for instance, seen as the first European experiment of
parliamentary, elective monarchy, included a diverse population of more than ten million. Not
coincidentally pedagogical and discursive practices based on a universally applicable “method” found
a fertile ground in such a geo-political space: in the newly founded reformed academies!® but also in
the orthodox ones such as the Ostroh Academy, i.e. the first Ukrainian secular academy.?* METHOD
advances scholarship by breaking the compartmentalization of research on historical intellectual

developments, which are chronologically and geographically adjacent. Beyond the current state of
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the art, METHOD emphasizes the role of Greek texts (both ancient and medieval) as cultural
mediators across linguistic and religious traditions. The project mobilizes a pool of novel
methodologies to solve the following problems:
1. Both Renaissance?! and Byzantine scholars suffer from the hardly manageable amount of
source material: by using machine learning METHOD meets this need.
2. There is no model available for machine learning for idiosyncratic humanistic Latin: we will
create an adapted python library available for further application.
3. Current research on manuscripts and networks disregards the intersection between actors and
objects: through the application of Actor-Network Theory we capture this nexus (see 4.).
Not only does METHOD shed light on blind spots of European Cultural History, it also advances

replicable methodologies viable and expandable to other areas of research.

4. Theory and methodology

Theoretically, we look at early modern cultural transfer through the lens of “entangled history”,?2
to reflect the deep transnational interconnectedness characterizing European history at the time.
While we adopt the concept of “networks of learning”?3, we broaden the notion of network based
on the insights of actor-network theory?* by groundbreakingly considering the movements of
people, objects and concepts together. We contend that the circulation of objects — in our specific
case manuscripts but the phenomenon goes beyond them? - leave intellectual traces as significant
as the circulation of people, albeit less immediately perceptible. We consider Greek manuscripts as
agents of cultural mediation and tokens of potential engagements with Byzantine hermeneutical
traditions. Given that Renaissance ways of dealings with the classics were shaped by the materiality
of books, as shown by Grafton?®, we regard the traces left by Byzantine readers on those books as
integral to the process. We look at marginal notes, comments, etc — in other words educational aids
— as relevant to cognition, subscribing to the recent cognitive turn in medieval studies®’. At the same
time we aim to capture transnational interconnections based on oral forms of knowledge-transfer
and memory practices?®. Finally, we want to study the movements and migrations of concepts
following the model of Koselleck’s and Richter’s Begriffgeschichte (history of concepts)?®, looking
at shifts and constants in the use of “method” in relation to educational/pedagogic
concepts/tools/techniques.

Operationally, we aim to create an organic connection between theory and tools. Using network

analysis, we will map two typologies—manuscripts and people—as nodes to visualize spatial co-
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occurrences across our timeframe. Tracking both will help uncover hidden intellectual genealogies.

Datasets and visualizations will be created through nodegoat (https://nodegoat.net/), inspired by

actor-network theory. Additionally, drawing from Koselleck’s ideas on Begriffsgeschichte, 3 we
will apply Word Embedding Methodologies (WEMS) to study semantic networks. WEMs represent
words as numbers for easier machine processing. We’ll use the Word2Vec algorithm to represent
words as numerical vectors, mapping out Byzantine and early modern sources to examine how key
concepts are semantically treated. Text preparation will involve cleaning (removing punctuation,
special characters, etc.) and tokenization, using spaCy for general NLP tasks, greCy for ancient
Greek combined with the models currently developed at SDU (see 6.4), and a custom-built
HumLatinCy for Latin texts. The data will be visualized as semantic networks with tools like
NetworkX, Gephi, or Plotly, highlighting similarities and discrepancies in the treatment of
“method” and associated terms. In the first phase, we will define the relevant semantic fields, while

in the second one, historical research will analyze the results to explore underlying circumstances.

5. Empirical Data: Entangled History - Enacted
While apparently distant in time and space, METHOD’s five key figures are in fact entangled.
George of Trebizond and Konstantinos Laskaris were crucial to the dissemination and translation of
Byzantine material. The vocabulary worked out by George became a baseline to reckon with for the
next generations of humanists. On the other hand, the material collected by Laskaris for his classes
was used toward the first printed edition of Hermogenes’ handbook in 1508-09 by Aldo Manuzio,
around whom other prominent intellectuals gathered, including Erasmus. The latter mentions
Byzantine material he engaged with at that time.3! Melanchthon, Sturm and Ramus, moreover, all
attempted to reform dialectic and pedagogy using the materials elaborated and/or transmitted by
George and Konstantinos.? Sturm used Hermogenes both in his teaching and in his theoretical
work, quoting George and using material from Konstantinos’ manuscripts.® His reflections were
consolidated in commentaries on Hermogenes sponsored by elite-members of the Polish-Lithuanian
commonwealth and designed for that educational market.3* Ramus, often seen as a precursor of Des
Cartes,® attended Sturm’s lectures on Hermogenes in Paris,?® before the latter moved to Strasburg
to create his Gymnasium. Melanchthon is credited with the “invention” of “didactic rhetoric” or
“didactic mode”.®” And yet this is a notion already present in Byzantine rhetorical theory.*® The
triangular relationship between Sturm and the Greek exegetical material prepared/circulated by
Goerge and Konstantinos on the one hand, and Sturm and his competitors on the other is an example

of the entangled history we argue for. The network sustaining the relationship between our five case
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studies lends itself to highlighting obscured, though central, contributions to European intellectual
history. A first analysis of this network shows the key role played by Caterina De’ Medici as a
cultural and religious mediator.®® Not only did she bring to France her collection of Greek
manuscripts including Laskaris’ material. She also wanted — as described by Ramus in his
Proemium Mathematicarum (1569) — to strategically replicate in France the thriving Tuscan
humanistic environment thanks to the work of Constantinopolitan intellectuals, now represented by
the manuscripts she had taken with her. Her conciliatory policy toward Catholics and Protestants
facilitated the dissemination of ideas and pedagogical models across denominations. To capture all
these entanglements, we will focus on four types of texts:

1. Hermogenes’ handbook as baseline;

2. Translations of and commentaries on the handbook, from the Byzantine tradition to the

five authors considered,;

3. Byzantine educational handbooks circulating in the West;

4. Melanchthon’s, Ramus’ and Sturm’s own dialectical, rhetorical and pedagogical works.
Emphasis is put on rhetoric as it came early in the curriculum. This is where “method”, although
broached earlier, would be fully articulated not only as a tool for speech-making, but as a way of
evaluating both reality and discourses. In essence, Byzantine pupils learned how to learn through
rhetoric, gaining a meta-knowledge later applicable to the higher arts of the quadrivium (arithmetic,

geometry, music, astronomy).

6. Project design
The project running from 01/01/2026 to 31/12/2030, is co-led by Pls Aglae Pizzone (AP) and Reka
Forrai (RF). Professor Stefan Janicke (SJ), head of the Centres for Digital Humanities and for Data
Visual Science at SDU IMADA and associate professor Tarig Yousef (TY), expert in OCR and
NLP, provide support for the digital component.“’ The team includes three postdocs (1: months 6-
42 employed 50%; 2: months 9-33 employed 100%; 3: months 33-57 employed 100%); Postdoc 1
will be a computer scientist with an expertise in NLP and/or data visualization for the humanities.
Postdocs 2 and 3 are required an expertise both in ancient Greek and Latin. The starting date in
January 2026 and the staggered employment start dates of recruited researchers allows for a broad
circulation the relevant job advertisements through the team members’ international network,

boosted by the appointed advisory board

Advisory Board Member Expertise
Marianne Pade, Aarhus University, Professor Book History, Latin Humanism
Fabio Pagani, Catholic U. of America, Assistant Professor George of Trebizond, Rhetoric in Italy
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Elias Petrou, U. of Illinois, Urbana, Assistant Professor Education in the 15th century East to West
Anna Vind, U. of Copenhagen, Associate Professor Theology, Reformed rhetoric, Melanchthon

Below we describe the tasks of the three WPs, outlined above (3.), together with an overarching
Synergy allowing for consistent progress. We designed WP3 as dependent on WP2 as we want to

move from the conceptual to the material, tracing the trail of ideas back to people and books.

6.1 Work Package 1 Semantic Networks.
Postdoc 1 will work on the textual corpus previously prepared by AP and RF (months 1-6: M1.1,
selection, preliminary clean up done through Al facilitated automated processes, consistent
formatting of files). Postdoc 1 will prepare and tokenize the texts (M1.2, month 12), customize and
train the model for HumLatinCy (D1.1; month 18), before working on data visualization (months 18-
30, M1.3). From month 15 (s)he will work together with Postdoc 2 to read the black box results
obtained through semantic network analysis (D1.4). They will co-write a paper on the WEMSs
methodology for the project’s corpus (D1.3, Historical Methods).
Dissemination
Digital Humanities in the Nordic and Baltic Countries Spring 2027
Digital Humanities Conference, July 2028

6.2 Work Package 2 Civic Discourses.

AP will prepare a short, 50k-word, monograph for Cambridge Elements in the first phase (month 12)
to position the project and foreground the idea of conceptual reception (D2.1). RF will explore the
nexus between the first translations of the Hermogenian corpus into Latin (D2.2, Medioevo Greco,
month 16) and their political meaning (D2.3, Classica et Mediaevalia, month 24). This analysis will
be key to understand the vocabulary of later discussions and the perception of theories and concepts
surrounding the corpus in broader geo-political contexts. An in-depth analysis of the vocabulary will
also sustain the work of Postdoc 2, who will contextualize semantics developments from a socio-
cultural and historical point of view, exploring the production of Sturm, Melanchthon and Ramus and
their penetration in eastern European reformed circles. His/Her work will result in a monograph
(target: Routledge Studies in Renaissance and Early Modern Worlds of Knowledge, D2.4). The work
of Postdoc 2 and AP will support each other as the latter will investigate the engagement of these
figures with Byzantine material (see below WP3).

Dissemination

Renaissance Society of America July 2027 (panel proposal)
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Byzantine Studies Conference Fall 2028 (panel proposal)

6.3 Work Package 3 Manuscripts and People.

As a preparatory work in August 2026 AP will present a round table at the International Congress of
Byzantine Studies (already accepted) on the reception of Byzantine rhetorical theory in Western
Europe during the Renaissance (M3.1). RF and AP together with Post-doc 3 (months 33-57) will map
the movements of target manuscripts and people, producing an on-line visualization tool (D 3.5).
Post-doc 3 will submit two papers detailing underlying methodology (D 3.2, Digital Humanities
Quarterly, month 44) as well as the results obtained (D 3.4, Current Research in Digital History, co-
authored with RF, month 57). AP will produce three papers focused on Melanchthon, Sturm and
Ramus, and the cultural mediation of Caterina de’ Medici (D3.1, 3.3, 3.6 Rhetorica; The Journal of
the History of lIdeas; Renaissance Studies), relying on and analyzing the results of both WP 2 and 3.
Dissemination

The project will join the Historical Network Research Community

(https://historicalnetworkresearch.org/about/) applying to participate in the annual conference in 2028

International Society for the History of Rhetoric July 2029 (panel proposal)

Synergy

The whole research group will meet twice a month. To maximize dissemination, three interim
international workshops will be organized at SDU (month 18, M4.1), at Catholic University of
America (month 30, M4.2) and at the University of Illinois (month 46, M4.3), with direct
involvement of the advisory board members. Travel budget has been factored in accordingly. We
will involve in the organization of the last workshop members from the project GReCl, a twinning
Horizon project led by the Universities of Cyrprus, Norway and Franche Comté (https://greci-
twinning.org/). Both the project’s scope (the reception and appropriation of ancient Greek culture
in early modern Europe (15"-17" century) and its institutional background are an ideal complement
to METHOD, whose conceptual component is absent in the twinning project. Advisory board
members are also committed to providing feedback on drafts and to contributing to the final
conference (month 53, M4.4). Papers will be collected for a closing edited volume (month 60, D4.1,
Brepols). llias Petrou from the advisory board will liaise with the organization of the Thesaurus
Linguae Graecae to provide METHOD with the already available digitally encoded Byzantine

sources.
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In terms of communication, all the digital tools developed by the project will be accessible on the
project website, advertised through dedicated social media channels and further amplified by the
network. The project will also be present on GitHub and prepare a show-case entry for Europeana
(D4.3). Finally, AP will prepare a trade book for a broad audience reflecting on the impact that the
end of debate has had on educational and societal models in the post-truth world (D4.2).

6.4 Risks and Feasibility

The project relies on a corpus of texts consistently available in OCR/Unicode format, with Greek
sources drawn from the Thesaurus Linguae Graecae and transcriptions from AP’s previous
projects. AP and TY are also developing a Carlsberg-funded Digital Infrastructure Project to create
a language model for Byzantine rhetorical commentaries, offering a key comparison point for
METHOD. Computational power is provided through SDU’s UCloud infrastructure.

The main risk—if any—is that conceptual mapping of early modern and Byzantine sources may
reveal greater divergences than expected. However, this would be a significant finding in itself,
warranting further exploration. The tools developed will moreover advance digital research on

Latin humanistic texts.

6.6 Work plan
years YEAR 1 YEAR 2 YEAR 3 YEAR 4 YEAR5
month [1-4 |5-8  [9-12 [13-16 [17-20 [21-24 |25-28 [29-32 [33-36 [37-40 [41-44 |45-48 |49-52 |53-55 [57-60
WP1 M1.1 M12 ¢ D1.1 M1.3 D
D1.3 1.
¢ 4
\WP2 D21 D22 ¢ D2.3 D2.4
¢
WP3 M3.1 ¢ D31 D3.2 D3.3 D35 D36 D
¢ 3.
4
Synergy M4.1 M4.2 M43 D42 M44 D4.1
D4.3

¢ Dissemination events (when in the same quarter, different team members are involved).

7. Institutional Background and Potential
METHOD both contributes to and benefits from the current institutional and research environment

of the Institute of Language and Culture at SDU in three ways:
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1. Personal career development. The project is envisaged as a preparation toward AP’s ERC
Advanced proposal with a broader scope including other European areas (Flanders, England,
Spain, Slavic world) and a larger Carlsberg Semper Ardens Advance (AP eligible for the call
Fall 2025). In turn the project would benefit from the previous work carried out by projects
such as the Semper Ardens Accelerate project “A Rhetoric for the Empire” and the Carlsberg
infrastructure grant E-Rhetoric.

2. Educational. Digital Humanities are thriving at SDU, yet HUM student engagement with
digital methods remains limited. Currently, IMADA postgrads tackle issues posed by HUM
faculty—a practical but ad-hoc approach that hinders broader growth. METHOD aims to
shift this dynamic by equipping HUM students with hands-on digital skills. A successful pilot
by RF, using nodegoat in a BA course on Medieval mendicant orders, proves the potential of
this model. This initiative aligns with a wider departmental push to integrate advanced digital
training, as seen in the MSCA doctoral program From Antiquity to Community led by AP,
with RF in a leadership role. A 2026 summer school will further explore the feasibility of a
cross-faculty MA program in digitally driven history and heritage conservation.

3. Institutional. Research at the Department of Culture and Language is organized into groups,
with AP and RF linked respectively to “Empires, States, and Imperialisms” and “Narratives”.
METHOD enriches both groups, by addressing rhetoric—its epistemic, aesthetic, and
political dimensions—an area crucial yet currently underrepresented. It also builds on the
department’s strength in transnational and multilingual cultural production, a hallmark of the
DNRF Centre for Medieval Literature over the past decade. Additionally, through
collaboration with Anna Vind and the Centre for Copenhagen Luther Research, METHOD
deepens ties with the University of Copenhagen, aligning with key departmental and faculty-
level endeavours, such the upcoming ERC Synergy Grant led locally by Lars Boje Mortensen

and the Center for Nordic Humanities.
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