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Practices of Commentary

This issue of Zeitsprünge collects a variety of theoretical approaches to and exem-
plary readings of medieval and early modern practices of commentary from the 
point of view of Arabic, Latin, Jewish, English, German, and Romance Studies. 
Since antiquity, commentaries have accompanied sacred, cultural, and literary 
texts, serving to justify their relevance and canonicity. As a particular way of (re-)
appropriation, commentaries have been instruments for the transmission of legal 
and religious norms and values, as well as purveyors of ancient knowledge which 
has to be preserved verbatim, and yet be kept open for future communication. In 
this context, commentary acts as a means for constituting and stabilizing tradi-
tions: it endows them with dignity, and introduces new thoughts while claiming 
to enhance the understanding of old ones. By lionizing the accompanied text 
as an object of prestige and status, commentary generates the source for its own 
validity. At times, the commentary even attains a sovereignty of interpretation 
that can supersede or push aside any original intentions of the text. Thus, the 
study of commentary is key to describing aspects of authority, institutionality, 
creativity, and textual empowerment from a comparative perspective. The arti-
cles in this issue highlight the role that the study of commentary can play in a 
historical understanding of premodern and early modern textuality, epistemol-
ogy, and mediality. 
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