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Commentary writing

Published commentaries may be written on a range of different levels:

• for the learner, with a focus on getting through the text, e.g. details on
how each sentence must be resolved, even if word order is different
from what is natural in English or if there are multiple options

• for the advanced learner, adding further background and placing the
text in a scholarly context – reporting rather than always adding to this
context

• for the scholar, as a scholarly product with a consistent aim to add to
scholarship



Choice of focus
• You may select your focus according to your own interest: 

– Some of you will be interested in the literary context, some in 
the grammar and syntax used, some in linguistic and metrical 
development

• State your focus clearly so as to manage reader expectation
– Where appropriate, refer readers to other commentaries or 

scholarship that cover issues you won’t deal with
• Issues any commentary must deal with:

– Especially difficult and unusual phrases or content, serious 
problems in the text (e.g. missing lines or words)



Choice of structure
• The typical commentary on a Greek or Latin text 

works through the text line by line by pulling out 
key headwords (lemmata) for commentary

• This emphasises the key function of a 
commentary: a guide to the text one can consult 
to resolve specific passages

• The lemmatic structure is especially useful if you 
are interested in many and varied aspects of the 
text



Key resources for writing any commentary are:

• Advanced dictionary – you may use the online version of the Liddel & Scott
or the Thesaurus Linguae Graecae – to help find constructions and parallel
usages

• Grammar and syntax handbooks – to help explain constructions; a useful
source for metrical patterns

• Existing commentaries on your text
• Standard translations often also have notes on the text, either as footnotes or

as an appendix

These basic resources will allow you to produce a valid, text-focussed
commentary, particularly if you take into account the bibliographical references
they contain



Resources
• The next step is to review scholarship on and around your text more generally: much 

of it will be quite specific so can easily be incorporated into a commentary
• Cf. the role of the learner’s commentary to provide guidance on other readings 

of the text

• Search tools: access via UWTSD online library: https://www.uwtsd.ac.uk/library/
• Your first port of call may be the Library Catalogue: it covers both hard-copy and -

importantly for us! – online resources
• To get the most extensive results, do log in with your student account before 

starting your search!


