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CAMBRIDGE MA: UNIVERSITY OF HARVARD, HOUGHTON LIBRARY, MS. Typ. 486 

Suetonius, Vita Tiberii ?Rome, s. xv3/4 

 

STRUCTURE 

Material: Smooth, crisp parchment, sometimes dark and speckled on the hair-side (skin, hair-hair), 258 × 

162mm. Fols: iii + 18 + iii; all flyleaves paper added with the binding. Foliation in large numerals at top right (s. 

xx): 1-18. 

Collation: Originally quires of ten: i4 ii10 iii4. Vertical catchwords sitting on the inner bounding line, c. 40mm 

below the last line, and cropped at the foot. No signs of quire or leaf signatures. 

Layout: Throughout = (28 + [165] + 65) × (25 + [92] + 45)mm. Fully ruled, the single vertical bounding lines 

alone reaching to the edges of the page; the horizontals, which are limited by the bounding lines, are hardly 

visible but the verticals often leave a brownish mark. Single prick-hole in outer margin c. 5mm above top-line. 

32 long lines, above top line (so, height of ruled space = 164mm). 

Script: Though this has all the canonical features of a littera antiqua, this is notable for being so thin and of such 

a small module (minims: 1mm; ascenders: 2mm). While it is compact, there is space between the lines, though 

the descender of g (which alone is substantial, falling 3mm below the line) does at times come close to colliding 

with the next line. Short final s overwhelmingly dominates, though the tall final form is not entirely absent. The 

script here differs slightly from that in the other parts of this manuscript: note for instance the preference here 

for a curved x, rather than one formed of diagonal arms found elsewhere. 

Illumination: A single three-line bianchi girari initial with short sprays at fol. 1, in a style seen in Rome: the 

vine-stem is dense, with little room for the background of blue, a little red and less green.  

Binding: Green morrocco, gold-stamped (s. xxin). The stamping provides a pattern of rectangles with fleurons 

pointing out at the corners and inside the innermost rectangle, a circle pattern at each corner, around a large 

floral centrepiece. Vertically on the spine, ‘Vita de Tiberio Cesare MS.’ [sic]. 

2o fo.: provintia 

 

CONTENTS 

Fol. 1-18v: Suetonius, Vitae Caesarum (Tiberius only): 

Patricia gens Claudia fuit … separatim uicorum magistro. 
The top two lines of fol. 1r were originally blank, as are the final two lines of fol. 18v. 

 

HISTORY 

This fascicule is one part of a manuscript which has been dismembered but of which the 

majority of leaves survive, with Christopher de Hamel taking the credit for reconstructing its 

history. The known sections are spread between four institutions, the largest part being 

*BLOOMINGTON: LILLY LIBRARY, MS. Ricketts 225 [de Hamel, Gilding, pp. 156-57]. Its 74 

leaves provide the lives from Caligula to Domitian, that is the final section of the work. The 

opening quinion is now  *PHILADELPHIA: FREE LIBRARY, MS. Lewis E. 195, ending in Vita 

Iulii, xlvi. The second half of that life is missing but the following Vita Augusti is now 

CAMBRIDGE: FITZWILLIAM MUSEUM, MS. 2-1974 (27 leaves). Our manuscript follows that.  

De Hamel equates this manuscript with no. 2665 in the collection of Sir Thomas Phillipps, 

bought from Thomas Thorpe, and recorded in Phillipps’s catalogue as ‘Cesaris commentaria 

et Suetonius. vel. sæc. xiv’. This description is clearly wayward in date and, if the manuscript 

did include Caesar’s works, they were no longer present when it was put up for sale at 

Sotheby’s in 1896 (lot 1182; Schoenberg 38384) and, as it was unsold, again in 1899 (lot 

1107; Schoenberg 38359). The first recto of the Free Library quire is very rubbed, suggesting 
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that it had lain unbound and open to the elements for some time: that suggests that the 

Phillipps volume either brought together two disparate manuscripts or that the claim that it 

included Caesar was a confusion of the title of Suetonius’s work. What is also notable is that 

the manuscript at the time of the Phillipps’s sales had 128 leaves, which is approximately the 

total now surviving — in other words, the manuscript had already lost its second quire, 

giving the latter part of the Vita Iulii. 

In the years subsequent to its appearance at auction, it was broken up, with the ‘most likely 

culprit’ (de Hamel’s words) being the bookseller J. J. Leighton, making this an interesting, if 

depressing, instance of dismantling occurring in the early twentieth century. Leighton’s 

rationale may have been the curious placing of the one appearance of a coat-of-arms at the 

start of the Vita Gaii, which he made into the opening leaf of what is now the Lilly Library 

portion. He perhaps decided to maximise income by dividing the preceding biographies into 

separate fascicules. This meant not only investing in new bindings but also, at the start of the 

portion now in the Fitzwilliam, erasing the top lines of the page giving the ending of the Vita 

Iulii, so that the start of the text was opening of the Vita Augusti.  

The earlier history of the volume is not fully reconstructed. The arms at the start of the Lilly 

Library section have a blazon of party fess argent azure, on all flames gules. These have not 

yet been identified. We might wonder whether the fact that they appear not at the start of the 

whole work but at the beginning of the Vita Gaii suggest an association with the owner — 

relating someone to Caligula would hardly be a compliment, but relating an emperor called 

Gaius to, say, a man called Guido may have been considered appropriate.  

Not long after production, a reader added passages of Greek (fol. 6v, s. xv2, a hand seen 

providing the same service in the other sections of the manuscript). Later, running headers 

were casually inserted in our manuscript and the other sections; their probable date is 

seventeenth century and their attempt at gothic features might suggest that they were written 

in France. This would accord with the complete volume’s suggested later provenance which, 

according to the Sotheby’s sale of 1896, was Michel d’Ailly, sixth duc de Chaulnes (1714-

69). De Hamel notes, though, that it does not appear in the catalogue of the sale of that 

collection; he also suggests it may have passed to George Watson Talyor MP (1771-1841), 

from whom it passed to Thomas Thorpe and thus to Phillipps.  

This section of the manuscript was bought by Philip Hofer from Marlborough Books of 

London in 1960 (their catalogue 34, no. 4) for £85 (as noted at the top of fol. i) and given that 

year to its present owner. 
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