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CAMBRIDGE MA: UNIVERSITY OF HARVARD, HOUGHTON LIBRARY, MS. Lat. 41 

Cornelius Nepos Italy (Padua), s. xv3/4 

STRUCTURE 

Material: Thin, crisp parchment (skin, hair-hair), 193 × 132mm. Fols: iii + 97 + iii; outermost two flyleaves at 

both front and back paper integral with the binding, while the innermost at front and back the remains of the 

original parchment wrapper. Pencil pagination at top outer corner (s. xix/xx): 1-196, including final flyleaf at 

front. 

Collation: quires of ten: i10 lacking first before p. 3 ii-ix10 x6 xi?4 lacking all after second. Vertical catchwords 

placed on the inner bounding lines about 25mm below bottom line. Some signs of leaf signatures in one 

continuous series (eg p. 25 = ‘b3’, p. 107 = ‘f4’), written by the scribe in a gothic cursive script. 

Layout: Throughout = (16 + 122 + 55) × (16 + 78 + 38)mm, but with the ruling changing at p. 181; up to that 

point, 21 long lines, and afterwards 26 (always below top line), ie the space between lines changes from 6mm to 

5mm. Ruled in pen with single vertical bounding lines, which restrain the horizontals, reaching the edges of the 

folio. No signs of pricking.  

Script: Written throughout in one littera antiqua but notably changeable in aspect. At no point is it calligraphic 

but in some sections it is significantly spikier than its usual mien. Throughout, there are characteristic letter-

forms: a has a single bowl with its stem having often only a residual curve at its top but it sometimes, 

particularly at the end of words, takes on an uncial-like slanted-backed form; r has a prominent rounded foot but 

it also has a variant form, being a capital used as a minuscule at the ends of words (eg p. 11, l. 18) and, less 

often, in their middle (eg p. 12, l. 17); ‘u’ is sometimes written as v (eg p. 21, ll. 12, 17); final s is insistently 

short and tends to lean to the right; ampersand is large but low-lying, the upper bowl only rising a little above 

the large lower bowl, and it is often used as a suffix. Various methods are used to mark the digraph: the vowels 

are sometimes written separately and sometimes with the ‘a’ a loop attached to ‘e’ (cf. p. 13, ll. 21 and 14), a 

subscript digraph is also used (eg p. 16, l. 18) but also ‘ae’ is written with biting (eg p. 23, l. 4, p. 67, l. 20). 

Many of the features just described also appear in the bookhand of OXFORD: BODLEIAN, MS. Auct. F. 2. 19, but 

the script here is much less refined, which (given also the more compact layout of the final two quires) may be a 

functioning of producing this book at speed. If not by the same scribe, then at least it can be said to come from 

the same milieu.  

It appears to be the scribe who corrects the volume throughout, in a thinner and more accomplished version of 

his script (pp. 3, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 12, 13, 14, 15, 23, 24 (interlinear), 29, 33, 35, 36, 38 (interlinear), 40, 41, 43, 44, 

45, 46, 47, 49, 51, 56, 59, 60, 63, 66, 68, 72, 73, 82-83, 85, 93, 100, 101, 103, 109, 115, 118, 124, 128, 135 

(inner margin), 139, 142, 143, 155, 157, 166, 167, 168, 175, 178, 189, 190. 

Illumination: none, except that the opening of each life is given a two- to four-line initial, alternating between 

blue and red, presumably provided by the scribe (with guide-letters in a tiny script sometimes visible (eg p. 63).  

Binding: Brown leather over pasteboards (s. xix1), rebacked. A simple blind-stamped pattern on each board of 

two rectangles, the inner one with fleurons at each corner. On the spine, gold-stamped: ‘Cornelius Nepos M.S.’. 

End-papers plain dark green.  

This binding replaces a parchment wrapper, kept within the binding as the last front and first back flyleaves. The 

texts on the wrapper (see history) demonstrate it was the original cover and continued to serve that purpose into 

the sixteenth century.  

2o fo.: Sed haec plura [p. 3, original fol. 2] 

CONTENTS 

pp. 1-196: Cornelius Nepos, De excellentibus ducibus: 

Sed haec plura persequi cum multitudo … hannibal litterarum grae|| 
Lives divide: p. 14, 28, 30, 37-38, 42, 46-47, 63, 68, 73-74, 86, 89, 93, 99, 113, 127, 133, 144, 164, 169, 176, 

179, 183. At the foot of fol. 196, a pencil note (?s. xxin) provides the missing three-and-a-half words from the 

final biography. 

HISTORY 

There is no explicit statement concerning the manuscript’s production but there are several 

elements that are suggestive. First, the script is in a style of littera antiqua fashionable in 
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Padua in the early part of the third quarter of the fifteenth century. Second, there are several 

pieces of internal and external information to demonstrate that this manuscript reached 

England early in its life. At the recto of what was the back wrapper (following p. 196), there 

is a long inscription, in English secretary script (s. xvimed) of a Latin prayer on the body and 

blood of Christ (sometimes attributed to Innocent VI). There is also a much briefer note at the 

top of the verso of the front wrapper (fol. iii), rubbed and unclear but perhaps reading ‘Jhesu’, 

in another English secretary script (s. xvi). The origin of the Greek notes that cover the top 

half of the verso of the back wrapper are more difficult to identify, because they are largely 

rubbed beyond legibility, but there is no element to exclude the possibility that they too were 

produced in England. What is known is that, in the first half of the seventeenth century, this 

manuscript was in the collection of Sir Edward Dering (1598-1644) – this is known from the 

fact that it was in the sale of his library by his descendants in 1858 and was bought by 

Phillipps becoming the latter’s MS 14948 (that is noted at the recto of the front wrapper). 

This information can be supplemented further. As noted above, there are parallels in the 

script with the admittedly much more elegant MS. Auct. F. 2. 19 in the Bodleian. That is not 

the only connexion with that manuscript. In this one, on the verso of the front wrapper (fol. 

iii), there is a listing of contents in a humanist cursive, contemporaneous with the text. The 

script of these appears to be that of annotations and notes in MS. Auct. F. 2. 19 by a person 

who name himself as ‘doctor Garsia Petri’. That codex was owned by John Tiptoft, earl of 

Worcester, and it would seem likely that this volume also was within the same milieu. The 

most common evidence of a manuscript owned by the earl is the presence of his manicula or 

minuscule script annotating a text; that does not occur here but for the life of Themistocles, 

there is a running header (pp. 14-27), for the most part in capitals, sharing letter-forms with 

that which appears at the start of OXFORD: BODLEIAN, MS. Auct. F. 1. 7, where the 

intervention is certainly by Tiptoft himself. 

This is not categorically to state that the volume was owned by the earl himself, since it is 

known that he sometimes annotated ones which others possessed (eg El ESCORIAL: REAL 

BIBLIOTECA, MS. j. ii. 7 and BAV, MS. Vat. lat. 3162). He was not averse to possessing 

workaday manuscripts and we could hypothesise that the uneven script and change of layout 

suggest it was written at speed, perhaps just ahead of his departure from Italy in 1461; 

equally, commissioning a lower-grade production like this one might have been within the 

resources of one of his milieu, which included John Free and John Gunthorp, both known for 

their humanist interests. It is probable, then, that this volume reached England in the early 

1460s, with the return of Tiptoft and Gunthorp to their homeland.  

As mentioned, the manuscript entered the outsize Phillipps collection. Presumably before it 

did so, a nineteenth-century hand added a title to the outside of the front wrapper (‘Cornelius 

Nepos de vitis Excellentium Imperatorum’); a shelfmark ‘L 1 18’ written at the top of the 

same page is of a similar date. As noted by Light in her description, this manuscript was in 

the sale of part of the Phillipps collection in 1896 as no. 890. Subsequently, it received pencil 

markings: at fol. iv, ‘MHC | 14948 | Ph’ and at fol. iiv ‘5864 | 57’; these presumably relate to 

its time on the market. It was bought by Quaritch and from them passed to Harvard, bought 

with funds supplied by Charles Minot, as stated on the book-plate at the inside of the front 

pastedown. At Harvard, it received two notes, both on sheets of paper glued to the front 

flyleaves. One (at fol. i), is signed by the Librarian, Justin Winsor, and notes that this 

manuscript is to be allowed to be used by any Classics instructor in their classes; the second 
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(at fol. ii), notes the contents and comments on the added text at the back wrapper, 

identifying it as ‘theological notes on Sacraments in latin from the XVth c.’. 
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