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CAMBRIDGE MA: UNIVERSITY OF HARVARD, HOUGHTON LIBRARY, MS. Typ. 289 

Athanasius (trans. Traversari) Florence, s. xv2/4 

STRUCTURE 

Material: Thinnish parchment, very smooth on the skin-side (skin, hair-hair), 231× 150mm. Fol.s: i + 105 + i; 

each flyleaf original parchment conjoint with their pastedown. Tiny pencil foliation (s. xx) at top right of each 

recto:1-105. 

Collation: Quires of ten: i-v10 vi8 vii-x10 xi8 with last removed. Simple horizontal catchwords, placed low in the 

bottom margin (their top 45mm below bottom line), extending right from the left of the two inner bounding 

lines. Signs of leaf signatures in one continuous series (fol. 12 = ‘b2’; fol. 33 = ‘d3’; fol. 54 = ‘f4’).  

Layout: Throughout = (21 + [144] + 66) × (20 + 6 + [80] + 6 + 38)mm. Full ruling in brown, with the double 

vertical bounding lines alone reaching the edges of the page, the horizontals confined by the inner of each set of 

verticals. No signs of pricking. 26 lines, above top line (so ruled space = 142 × 80mm). 

Script: A single competent but not calligraphic littera antiqua throughout, becoming somewhat more uneven in 

the final ten leaves, perhaps as a reflection of working at speed. The module is small and the strokes thin, with a 

propensity for small serifs on (for instance) l and u, rounded feet on the minims, and a small knot at the mid-

point of the tall s. The scribe employs a g with a small, sometimes diagonal neck, with the lower bowl larger 

than the upper and the lower sometimes not fully closed. Tall final s dominates but short final s is not 

completely absent; diphthongs are marked by a light single diagonal line ending in a tiny tick. The scribe shows 

some concern for right justification; though not deploying the redundant i, there is use of uncial a as well as 

capital r written as a minuscule (see, eg, fol. 21, ll. 16, 25 and 26). The scribe rubricates the title to each book as 

well as the colophon; only the title to Book II is in capitals, as is the first line of the text of each book. The 

scribe, as well as making some marginal corrections, adds some marginalia, usually noting names in the text 

(fol. 5v, 6, 10, 11v, 12v, 31v, 35 (‘Immortalem esse animam’), 48v, 52v-53v, 56, 64v, 65v, 82-83, 93, 95, 104v). 

Illumination: Simple bianchi girari initial and three-quarter border at fol. 1, with the laurel-wreath roundel at 

bottom centre originally blank. The letter and a thin bar which the vine-stem entwines are in gold; the corners of 

the border end in a pattern of gold balls. The palette is pink and green on light blue. At fol. 51, an initial alone, 

also in bianchi girari but with a darker palette of the same colours and, unlike at fol. 1, a pattern of three white 

dots on the deep blue background. 

Binding: Brown leather over boards, sewn on three thongs (Italy, s. xvmed). Blind-stamped with an interlace 

pattern, a rectangle within which sits two circles; the same on both boards. Evidence of there having been four 

clips hanging from the upper board, each held in place with a single nail, the corresponding large trefoil metal 

clasps still in situ on the lower board, two at the fore-edge and one each at top and foot. Signs of repairs to the 

top of the spine. 

2o fo.: [presumen]tes confunduntur 

CONTENTS 

 

Fol. 1-105v: Athanasius, Contra gentiles (trans. Ambrogio Traversari) 

title: Athanasij Alexandrini contra gentiles liber primus per Ambrosium monachum 

florentinum e greco in latinum traductus incipit feliciter 

text: Verae ac divinae religionis pietatisque --- sequuntur uiam diligentes deum et patrem in 

christo iesu domino nostro cui est cum patre et spiritu sancto honor et imperium in saecula 

saeculorum. Amen. | Explicit liber secundus sancti Athanasij episcopi contra gentiles 

feliciter. 
Unedited. Bertalot, ii, no. 10631 and 24204.Book division: I ends at last line of fol. 50v, with II opening with a 

rubricated title and initial at fol. 51. The bottom half of fol. 105v originally blank. 

HISTORY 

 

Ambrogio Traversari’s translations from Athanasius did not prove as popular as his versions 

of some other Greek authors. The text presented here, therefore, is relatively rare, more so 

because it appears without either the third part of Traversari’s work (the pseudo-Athanasian 
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Disputatio in concilio Nicaeno contra Arium) or the dedication to Pietro Donato that he 

added to his work in 1436 [for a brief overview of the history of the translation, mentioning 

this manuscript, see Rundle, ‘From Greenwich to Verona’, pp. 111-113]. These absences 

suggest that, textually, this manuscript is related to the earliest copies which were made in the 

1420s, though the script and illumination here would suggest it was created in the 

immediately following decades. It has been assumed that it was produced in Venice which is 

a plausibly origin for the binding but its script and illumination suggest that, before it was 

bound, it was constructed further west, most likely in Florence. 

 

The earliest ownership of the manuscript is not at present discernible; there is an erased note 

(s. xv2) below the colophon but it is not recoverable under UV. There are annotations, all in 

one hand, but they are so brief to be difficult to date or localise: they consist of the repeated 

writing of a capital ‘N’ next to the text (?s. xvii: fol. 3, 8v, 9, 20v, 26v, 31, 47v, 61, 61v, 62, 63, 

67, 69, 70v, 78v, 79v, 80, 88, 95-96, 97, 100, 101v, 103v), and are often accompanied by the 

underlining of words seemingly to assist the flow of reading (often linking two words 

separated by scribal punctuation). 

 

What can be said with some confidence is that the manuscript appears to have stayed in Italy, 

judging from the style of the script of a note at the top of the inside of the lower board which 

reads: ‘Lectio huius libri absoluta die 18 mensis Martij Anno Domini 1634’. Its travels from 

there may only have begun in the nineteenth century. We can reconstruct its history for the 

mid-point of that century through sales catalogues: it is identifiable as a volume auctioned as 

belonging to Jean Baptiste Chevalier de Breazi in 1855 (lot 186: Schoenberg 74120); it must 

have been bought by Guiglelmo Libri, as a manuscript which responds to our description was 

sold as his property four years later (lot 211: Schoenberg 19365). It appeared at Quaritch the 

following year (Schoenberg 31717) and returned there in 1888 and 1893 (Schoenberg 98020, 

49299 and 21349). Presumably in between its visits to that bookseller, it received a cryptic 

set of initials in an English hand, written within the roundel at foot of fol. 1: ‘W.S. | M.V. | 

M.B.V. | P.VB’. It was subsequently owned by William Morris (1834-1896), whose book 

label is stuck to the lower part of the inside of the upper board. In 1898, it was sold as part of 

his property at Sotheby’s (lot 78: Schoenberg 33836). It returned for sale in the same auction 

house in 1920 (Schoenberg 6514), and was then seen again, in 1931 and 1933, at Quaritch 

(Schoenberg 11005 and 187620; the pencil note ‘cat. 2’ at the top of the inside of the upper 

board relates to the first record). It was in 1933, it moved to the States, being sold by 

Quaritch to Philip Hofer; his book label, and that of Frances Hofer, appear near the top of the 

upper board. It was as part of their collection, in New York, that it was recorded by de Ricci. 

From them, it reached Harvard in 1968/69 (with the accession number 68M-150 (94) 

recorded on a label stuck to the inside of the lower board).  
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