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The Letters of Phalaris, between manuscripts and editio princeps 

 

The corpus of the letters of Phalaris comprises 148 letters attributed to Phalaris, the pseud-

historical tyrant of sixth century Sicily. This pseudepigraphic collection raises many questions;1 

one of them concerns the organisation of the letters in the collection. Indeed, the number of 

letters and their order vary greatly in the manuscript tradition, and the original arrangement of 

the letters – if there ever was one – remains a mystery. As a consequence, the choices made in 

the previous editions and their ordering of the letters deeply influence the way we interpret this 

collection. Among these editions, the Aldine plays a very special role.  

The letters of Phalaris are in the second volume of the Aldine edition of the Greek 

epistolographers published in April 1499. They are placed between Isocrates’ and Brutus’ 

letters, and fill 38 and a half folios. They begin with the title φαλάριδος ἐπιστολαὶ τυράννου 

ἀκραγαντίνων and end with the mention τέλος τῶν φαλάριδος ἐπιστολῶν.  

Unlike other epistolary collections in the Aldine, the text of the Letters of Phalaris is not 

(or only partly) the editio princeps: an edition of 139 letters along with the letters of Brutus and 

Apollonius had been published only a few months before, on the 18th June 1498, in Venice, by  

Bartholomaeus Pelusius, Gabriel Bracius de Brisighella (a former employee of Aldus 

Manutius), Johannes Bissolus and Benedictus Mangius. However, after a conflict with Aldus 

Manutius and the ensuing lawsuit, the partnership was dissolved and the ten-year privilege they 

had obtained for the 1498 edition likely lapsed.2  

In this chapter, I look at the role of the Aldine edition in the transmission of the letters 

of Phalaris. I mainly turn to the ‘roots’ of the Aldine: which text is the Aldine based on and 

what is its position within the manuscript tradition of the Letters of Phalaris? With this 

particular case within the thirty-five epistolary collections gathered in the Aldine,3 I want to 

explore whether the existence of a former and competing edition ‘changes the picture’. 

 

The letters of Phalaris in the Aldine edition: an editorial construction 

The manuscript tradition of the letters of Phalaris is huge and attests to their popularity. The 

letters of Phalaris are transmitted in at least 132 manuscripts written between the tenth and the 

eighteenth century.4 The number of the letters varies greatly from one manuscript to the other. 

While some manuscripts transcript only one or two letters, other contain almost the whole 

corpus (a Vatican manuscript, Reg. gr. 104, from the second half of the fifteenth century, even 

contains twice 139 letters). Interestingly, no single known manuscript transmits the same 

number of letters in the same order as the Aldine edition. Therefore, the Aldine introduces a 
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break in the transmission of the letters of Phalaris. And this also implies that the corpus of 

letters as well as the text given by the Aldine is an editorial construction (or reconstruction). 

Where does this ordering of the letters come from? Is it possible to trace which manuscripts 

were used to produce the Aldine edition of the letters of Phalaris?  

Lauri Tudeer, in his seminal study “The Epistles of Phalaris. Preliminary investigation 

of the manuscripts” published in 1931, first noticed that Marcus Musurus, the editor of the 

Aldine, had combined several manuscripts in his preparation of the edition.5 Tudeer observed 

that the Aldine had the beginning (letters 1–84) as in class A of the manuscripts, the end as in 

class C (letters 122–148), where letters 77–119 also occur in the same order. I will come back 

to Tudeer’s different classes of manuscripts in the last part of this paper. 

His results were further developed and supplemented by Martin Sicherl in his thorough 

study Griechische Erstausgaben des Aldus Manutius (1997).6 Sicherl proposed the following 

reconstruction: for the first part of the Aldine edition of the Phalaris’ letters, that is for letters 

1–77, Marcus Musurus used the antigraphon of the Vatican manuscript Pal. gr. 134 (hereafter 

Pal. gr. 134) as printer’s copy (Druckvorlage) and a close relative of the London manuscript 

Harley 5610 (hereafter Harl. 5610) as checking copy (Korrektivexemplar); for the second part, 

that is for letters 78–148, Musurus followed the editio princeps of 1498 and used the two 

manuscripts as checking copies. 

Pal. gr. 1347 is a paper manuscript of 307 folios measuring 217 x 155 mm. In addition 

to Aelian’s Varia Historia and several rhetorical texts, the manuscript contains numerous letter 

collections. It is dated to the end of the fifteenth or the beginning of the sixteenth century and 

is the work of four scribes, who used the same watermarked paper (“balance”, Briquet 2538): 

1) fos 7r–58r, Aristoboulos Apostolis;8 2) fos 59r–126v and 149r–172r, Phanourios;9 3) fos 

127r–148v, 173r–180v and 223r–290v, Pseudo-Hieronymus;10 4) fos 181r–222r and 293r–

305r, a scribe from the circle of Aristoboulos Apostolis?11 This manuscript was probably copied 

in Venice.12  It might have belonged to Giovanni Calfurnio, before entering, probably through 

Henry Scrimgeour (see fol. 1r, ‘Hen. 134’), the library of Ulrich Fugger and from there the 

Palatine library, before finally reaching Rome.13 

Harl. 561014 is all that remains of Scorial. IV.E.18, a manuscript of mainly epistolary 

content, which disappeared in the fire at El Escorial in 1671. Twenty years before the fire, 

Matthias Palbitzki, sent on a diplomatic mission by Queen Christina of Sweden, had stolen the 

last thirty-three folios of the manuscript (folios 185–217), thus saving them from disaster. 15  

This paper manuscript, measuring 217 x 150 mm, contained 217 folios. 16 Dating from the end 

of the thirteenth century,17 it had an abundance of descendants between the fourteenth and the 
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sixteenth centuries.18 140 letters of Phalaris were included in the missing part, starting from 

folio 129r. The manuscript is said to have belonged to Pedro de Toledo, Marquess of 

Villafranca.19  The Harley fragment was acquired in 1725, it had belonged to the classical 

scholar J. G. Graevius. 20 

The antigraphon of Pal. gr. 134 is unidentified (Sicherl considers it as lost)21 and the 

part of Harl. 5610 that contained the letters of Phalaris is definitely lost. To reconstruct their 

content, we have to rely on their copies, Pal. gr. 134 itself and the Vatican manuscript Vat. 

gr. 1309.  

Vat. gr. 130922 is a small manuscript (175x130 mm) copied on oriental paper. It consists 

of two volumes: vol. 1, fos 1–168; vol. 2, fos 169–318. A first hand copies Plutarch’s Moralia 

from folio 3r to folio 208v (the copy is incomplete) and a second hand several epistolary 

collections (letters of Phalaris, Anacharsis, Brutus, Chion, Euripides, Hippocrates) from folio 

213r to folio 315v. Between the two, a long note in Latin indicates the contents of the volume 

and its provenance.23 Long dated to the second half of the fourteenth century,24 Vat. gr. 1309 is 

in fact earlier than 1300, as Inmaculada Pérez Martín has shown:25  scribe 2 (fos 213r–315v) is 

one of Planudes’s pupils who participated in the copy of the Ambrosian manuscript C 126 inf. 

of Plutarch and the copy predates Plutarch’s Planudean recensio of 1295. Vat. gr. 1309 was 

acquired by Cyriac of Ancona at the Iveron monastery on Mount Athos in November 1444.26 It 

then passed into the library of his nephew, and later into that of Fulvio Orsini.27 

Fresh collations of these two manuscripts, Pal. gr. 134 and Vat. gr. 1309, allow us to 

test further Sicherl’s hypothesis and refine his general description of the Aldine’s manuscript 

sources, while highlighting the remaining uncertainties and, therefore, the limits of this 

reconstruction.  

 

Looking for the roots of the Aldine: Pal. gr. 134, Vat. gr. 1309 and the editio princeps 

If we examine the first part of the Letters of Phalaris in the Aldine edition (letters 1–77), it turns 

out that, in the vast majority of the cases, the Aldine contains the readings of either Pal. gr. 134 

or Vat. gr. 1309. 

It is possible to be more specific: The text of the Aldine is closer to the text of Pal. gr. 

134. But the manuscript also comprises a lot of spelling errors and other graphical errors along 

with numerous small omissions which do not appear in the Aldine. While it is possible that 

Marcus Musurus got rid of these errors with his corrective manuscript, it rather suggests that 

his model (the antigraphon of Pal. gr. 134 according to Sicherl) was less faulty. 
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Nonetheless, the names of the letters’ recipients were modified according to the 

checking copy: They are usually identical to those given by Vat. gr. 1309. For example, the 

Aldine edition and Vat. gr. 1309 have letter 2 Μεγαρεῦσιν ὀνειδιστίκη, 8 Σαµέᾳ, 18 Ἐρυθία, 

32 Κριτοφήµῳ, 34 Πολυδεύκει, 39 Πολυστράτῳ, 48 Μενεκλεῖ, 51 Ἐτεονίκῳ, 55 Θρασήνορι; 

in Pal. gr. 134, however, the recipients of these letters are 2 Μεγαρεῦσιν, 8 Ἀµαίᾳ, 18 Εὐρυθείᾳ, 

32 Κριτοδήµῳ, 34 Νικίππῳ, 39 Ἀράτῳ, 48 Μενεµάχῳ, 51 Ἑτερονίκῳ, 55 Τιµοσθένει. In letter 

37 and 56 the Aldine edition has Γοργίᾳ and Ἀβάριδι respectively, while in Pal. gr. 134 the 

name of the addressee is not given. 

If we now look at the second half of the Letters of Phalaris (letters 78–148), it is clear 

that the text of the Aldine edition is extremely close to that of the editio princeps of 1498. When 

Marcus Musurus changed his model of copy, he took over the letters in the order in which they 

appeared in the editio princeps. Firstly, he copied letters 78–119. Then, he left out letters 22, 

25, 62, 36, 37, 43 and 59 which he already had from his previous model, but added instead 

letter 120, which in the editio princeps had been placed after letter 35. Lastly, he copied letter 

121, left out letter 66 and 33 (already present in his previous model) and finished the edition 

with the group 122–148. In many letters, the text of the editio princeps and that of the Aldine 

are identical. The corrections made after the checking copies are minimal.  

A few elements seem to indicate that the editio princeps is used as a model starting from 

letter 78:  

(Remark: I give the letter number, followed by the line number according to Hercher’s 

edition; the name of the addressee is counted as line 1, and I start again the numbering 

for each letter. For reasons which will be clarified below, Pal. gr. 356 is mentioned in 

the following lemmas, along with Pal. gr. 134.)  

78,13 µαρτυρούντων 356 134 1309 Hercher: προσµαρτυρούντων ed. princ. Ald (as 

noted by Sicherl) 

79,9 εἴσονται 356 134 1309 Hercher:  ἔσονται ed. princ. Ald 

80,4-5 εὑρήσετε ed. princ. Ald Hercher: εὑρήσεται 356 134 1309 

80,7 εἱµαρµένης ed. princ. Ald Hercher: om. 356 134 1309 

81,3 ὑµῖν ταύτην 356 1309 Hercher: ταύτην ὑµῖν ed. princ. Ald ταύτην 134 

81,5 τοῦ γὰρ ἀληθῶς ἔχειν 356 134 1309 Hercher: τοῦ γὰρ µὴ ἀληθῶς ἔχειν Ald 

τοῦ γὰρ ἀληθῶς οὐκ ἔχειν ed. princ. 

But the transition from one model to the other is less clear than Sicherl presents it, since the 

editio princeps may well have been used as a corrective before letter 78. A few lemmas might 

suggest it: 
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4,12 ἀλλ’ οὖν ed. princ. Ald Hercher: om. 356 134 1309 

38,10-11 τὸ µὴ καταθέσθαι 3050 ed. princ. Ald Hercher: om. 356 134 1309 

77,25 νὴ τὸν Δία 356 134 1309 Hercher: νὴ Δία ed. princ. Ald 

Lastly, we just assumed that the names of the recipients in the Aldine edition had been 

copied from the manuscript which served as a checking copy, since they are closer to Vat. gr. 

1309 than to Pal. gr. 134; but could Marcus Musurus simply have taken over the names present 

in the editio princeps? The Aldine and the princeps editions have different recipients’ names in 

only four cases:  

2,1 Μεγαρεῦσιν ὀνειδιστική 1309 Ald: Μεγαρεῦσιν ed. princ. Μεγαρεῦσι 134 

16,1 Ἀριφοίτῃ 134 1309 Ald: Ἐριφοίτῃ ed. princ. 

21,1 Μεσηνίοις 134 Ald: Μεσσηνίοις 1309 ed. princ. 

105,1 Νικαινέτῳ 134 1309 Ald: Μεκαινέτῳ ed. princ. 

These lemmas show that the Aldine edition rather tends to follow its manuscript models. But 

for letter 7, which is absent from Vat. gr. 1309, the Aldine has Εὐήνῳ as in the editio princeps, 

while Pal. gr. 134 (and Pal. gr. 356) have Ἐρήνῳ. And the Aldine has taken over the general 

title of the Letters of Phalaris given in the editio princeps ‘φαλάριδος ἐπιστολαὶ τυράννου 

ἀκραγαντίνων’, for, in Vat. gr. 1309, the letters have no title, and in Pal. gr. 134 the title is 

‘ἐπιστολαὶ φαλάριδος τοῦ τυράννου’ (as in Pal. gr. 356). 

 All these elements tend to confirm and refine Sicherl’s reconstruction of the manuscript 

sources of the Aldine.  

 

Pal. gr. 134, its model and the printer’s copy of the Aldine edition 

However, many uncertainties remain in the search of the sources of the Aldine edition. These 

uncertainties are due in particular to a well-documented practice in Aldus Manutius’ workshop: 

the printers’ copy was generally taken apart to facilitate the printing process, and it was not 

kept after the work was completed. But exceptions are, fortunately, not lacking, and there are a 

number of manuscripts, complete or fragmentary, which served as printer’s copies in Aldus 

Manutius’ workshop: in the case of the Aldine of the Greek epistolographers, we still have the 

folios 33r–39v of Paris. suppl. gr. 924 (with letters of Philostratus). 

According to Martin Sicherl, the Druckvorlage of the Letters of Phalaris was the 

antigraphon of Pal. gr. 134, now lost. But is this really the case? Was the copy model of Pal. 

gr. 134 not preserved? At least, that is what Luigi Torraca thought: in his 1959 edition of the 

letters of Brutus, he referred to Pal. gr. 134 as a copy of the Heidelberg manuscript, Pal. gr. 

35628 –without, however, offering any justification. This hypothesis had also been considered, 
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then rejected by Sicherl,29 on the basis of erroneous data from Tudeer: Sicherl mistakenly 

thought that Pal. gr. 356 contained only 107 letters (without letters 86 and 87) and not 109 like 

Pal. gr. 134. But Pal. gr. 356 does indeed contain letters 86 and 87, and the reasons advanced 

by Sicherl being null and void, it is necessary to re-examine the link between the two 

manuscripts. 

Pal. gr. 35630 is a manuscript of oriental paper, dating from the end of the thirteenth 

century31 (except for the indexes on fos 1-3, from the seventeenth century, and fos 195–196 

from the sixteenth century, all copied on western paper). It consists of 196 folios and measures 

260 x 180 mm. Copied by five contemporary scribes working together,32 it has a varied content, 

mainly rhetorical, epistolographic and dogmatic: progymnasmata, model speeches, epistolary 

models, prooimia of chrysoboulla, etc., make this codex ‘a useful manuscript for acquiring the 

compositional skills required by the imperial administration’.33 The manuscript belonged to 

Aristoboulos Apostolis (Arsenios, bishop of Monemvasia), son of Michael Apostolis, and to 

his nephew and pupil George, Count of Corinth, as indicated by the two ex libris on the verso 

of the last folio of the manuscript. It was acquired by Ulrich Fugger, whose manuscripts entered 

the Palatinate Library in Heidelberg after his death. 

The Letters of Phalaris are found on folios 11r–25v of the manuscript. Their collation 

gives the following results: Pal. gr. 134 contains the same copying errors as Pal. gr. 356 and 

adds others (including a number of small omissions). This data suggests that Pal. gr. 356 is the 

model for the copy of Pal. gr. 134. 

Three cases are particularly interesting. In letter 63, after the verb διαµαρτάνεις, Pal. gr. 

134 adds οὐ γὰρ ἀπέχοµαι κοινόνητι ποιητὰς· ἀλλὰ τοὺς πολὺ τῆς ἀληθείας διαµαρτάνεις (folio 

193v): he thus repeats twice the same line of Pal. gr. 356. The same type of mistake occurs 

again in letter 78: after ἐµπνευσθείης δὲ, Pal. gr. 134 adds τεθνηκυῖαν δὲ ἐκ διαφθόρας. τὰ µὲν 

κεφάλαια τῶν ὑποθηκῶν ταῦτα (folio 200v). In both cases, the scribe of Pal. gr. 134 has copied 

the same line of his model twice, instead of moving to the line below. In letter 111, Pal. gr. 134 

omits πάντως ἂν αἰτίαν εἶχες εἰληφέναι λάβων δὲ ταῖς ἀληθείαις ἐµοῦ τὸ µὴ δεδώκεναι (folio 

210v): this time he omits an entire line of Pal. gr. 356; the ‘saut du même au même’ is favoured 

by the fact that δεδώκεναι occurs at the end of each line in Pal. gr. 356. 

In addition, Pal. gr.134 takes up some blanks left in the text by Pal. gr. 356: this is the 

case in letter 31, folio 186v, before ἐπιεικείας (which is at the end of the line in Pal. gr. 356); 

and in letter 110, instead of εἵλου, Pal. gr. 356 gives εἱλ followed by a blank and 134 has ειλ + 

blank (folio 207v). In some cases, Pal. gr. 134 takes up the alternative readings added super 

lineam in Pal. gr. 356, as in letter 121, where, instead of the usual reading πρὸς µε, Pal. gr. 356 
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gives to read the reading γαρ µε with a variant οι (for µοι) added above the ε: the same form 

γαρ µε is found in Pal. gr. 134 and the same variant οι super lineam (folio 208v). Conversely, 

the variant περὶ proposed by the copyist of Pal. gr. 356 in letter 110 for παρὰ γνώµην (he adds 

a ε above the first α and a ι above the second) has not been understood: the copyist of Pal. gr. 

134 leaves a blank and simply writes γνώµην (folio 207v). 

Often the scribe of Pal. gr. 134 seems to have had difficulties in reading his model: he 

is disturbed by abbreviations (he writes περὶ for the abbreviation of παρὰ in letters 27, 54, 56 

and 68, he reads as a καὶ the abbreviation of τῆς in letter 68), he confuses the ν of the accusative 

and the υ of the genitive in letters 25 and 48. Finally, if Pal. gr. 134 is the apograph of Pal. gr. 

356, his mistakes are better understood in letter 55 (πορθῶν 356 but the ρ is tiny: ποθῶν 134), 

letter 67 (ἐᾷς λόγου which is read ἐᾶσλόγου in 356: ἐᾶ ὁ λόγου 134) and letter 82 (ἄλλ’ὧν 356 

but the ν is of small modulus and almost deleted: ἀλλ ᾦ 134). 

All these examples prove that Pal. gr. 134 ultimately goes back to Pal. gr. 356. However, 

it is difficult to prove that Pal. gr. 134 is a direct copy of Pal. gr. 356. Imagining an intermediary 

between the two manuscripts is not impossible,34 but it is not necessary either. For the sake of 

economy, it is preferable to think that with the manuscripts Pal. gr. 356 and Pal. gr. 134, we 

have both the model and its copy. This probability is further enhanced by the fact that Pal. gr. 

356 belonged to Aristoboulos Apostolis, who was also the copyist of folios 7r-58r of Pal. gr. 

134, and one of Aldus Manutius’ early collaborators (with whom he worked, among other 

things, on the edition of Theodore Prodromos’ Galeomyomachia, published in 1494). 

But then, which manuscript is the source of the Aldine edition? Pal. gr. 356 does not 

show any corrections, ink stains or compositor’s marks as usually found in manuscripts that 

served as printer’s copies.35 Therefore, the Aldine’s printing model was probably a copy of Pal. 

gr. 356. Was Pal. gr. 134 then the apograph, or simply (as I rather think) the parent of this lost 

manuscript? The uncertainty remains. 

 

The hypothesis of another checking copy (Korrektivexemplar)  

The Aldine edition also comprises readings which are likely to be Musurus’ corrections, since 

they are not based on its manuscript models: 

3, 8 ἅπαντα ἡσεβήκοτα Hercher 1309: πάντα ἡσεβήκοτα ed. princ. ἡσεβήκοτα πάντα 356 

134 ἅπαν ἡσεβήκοτα Ald 

54,8 προυτίµησαν Ald Hercher: προετίµησαν 356 134 1309 ed. princ. 

56,8 προκατέσχησαι 356 134 1309 ed. princ.: προκατήχησαι Ald   

56, 17 φήµην Ald Hercher: τύχην 356 134 1309 ed. princ. 
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57,7 φόνος 134 1309 Hercher: φθόνος Ald (letter 57 is not comprised in the ed. princ.)  

67,9 εἰς τοσοῦτον βάθος 134 1309 ed. princ. Hercher:  ἐπὶ τοσοῦτον βάθος Ald  

67,13 κακοπαθείαις 356 134 1309 ed. princ Hercher: κακοπαθίαις Ald 

67,17 τῶν ἱερῶν ἀγώνων Ald Hercher: ἱερῶν ἀγώνων 356 134 1309 ed. princ. 

69,5 οὐ µετ’ἐµοῦ 134 1309 ed. princ. Hercher: µὴ µετ’ἐµοῦ Ald  

69,16 ἐν ἀφθονίᾳ πλούτου Ald Hercher: ἐν ἀφθονίᾳ βίου 356 134 1309 ed. princ. 

69,25 ἀνθρώπῳ 356 134 1309 ed. princ. Hercher: ἀνθρώπου Ald  

71,3 περιφανῶς Ald Hercher: φανερῶς 356 134 1309 ed. princ. 

77,6 ὅτε 356 134 1309 ed. princ. Hercher: ὅτι Ald 

77,36-37 φύντες Ald Hercher: ὄντες 356 134 1309 ed. princ. 

A problem arises in letters 7, 52, 58, 60, 64, 68, 72, 73 and 76, that is in the nine letters 

which are not included in Vat. gr. 1309. These letters were probably absent in its model.36 With 

the exception of letter 7, the other eight letters are also absent from the editio princeps. 

Therefore, did Musurus only rely on the copy of Pal. gr. 356 for these letters or did he use 

another manuscript as corrective?  

There are indeed discrepancies in these letters, between the text of the Aldine and that of 

Pal. gr. 356 (and Pal. gr. 134). Are they also emendations made by Musurus, or might some of 

these variants be corrections from another unknown source? 

52,5 τρὶς Ald Hercher: om. 356 134  

60,8 ἀλλ’εἰ µηδὲ (µὴ δὲ Ald) Ald Hercher: ἀλλὰ µὴ δὲ 356 134 

60,9 φείδη Ald Hercher: φείδου 356 134 

64,6 ἔχειν τῆς ἀποδοσέως Ald Hercher: ἔχειν τινα τῆς ἀποδοσέως 356 134  

64,8 κεκοµισµένος 356 134 Hercher: κεκοµισµένα Ald 

64,9 ἀγνοηθῆναι 356 134 Hercher: ἀγνοεῖν Ald  

64,10 τἀληθὲς 356 134 Hercher: µετἀληθὲς Ald 

64,10 ὑµῶν Hercher: τισὶν ὑµῶν Ald τισὶν 356 134 

64, 11 πολλῶν Ald Hercher: om. 356 134 

68,7 ὅτῳ 356 134 Hercher: ὅσῳ Ald  

68,8 µετὰ ante µεγαλοφροσύνης 356 134 Hercher: om. Ald 

68,11 µε τοιούτοις Ald Hercher, τοιούτοις µε 356 134 

68,12 ὀλίγα Ald Hercher: om. 356 134 

68,12 διδόντα Ald Hercher: διδόντος 356 134  

68,18 καὶ δίδοµεν 356 134 Hercher: καὶ ὃ δίδοµεν Ald  

72,5 τὸ πρῶτον Ald Hercher: τὸ πρότερον 356 om. 134 
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72,5 που Ald Hercher: om. 356 134 

76,5 ἀξιωθέντα 356 134 Hercher: ἀξιωθέντας Ald 

A lemma is particularly problematic if one considers that Musurus had only the copy 

derived from Pal. gr. 356 at his disposal:  

64,10 ἢ τὸν ἕτερον ὑµῶν 356 134 Hercher: ἢ τὸν πλάνον ὑµῶν τοῦτον Ald (this variant 

is also found in manuscripts such as Paris. gr. 1038 and Vat. Pal. gr. 191).  

This example suggests that the Aldine edition had another manuscript source. 

Furthermore, the names of several addressees of these letters also imply, as it seems, a 

complementary source:  

64,1 Ἀφιδαµάντι καὶ Θρασυβούλῳ 356 134 Hercher: ἀφιλαντι καὶ θρασιβούλῳ Ald  

72,2 Ἀριστοφῶντος Hercher: ἀριφάντου Ald ἀριφράντου 356 134  

73,1 εὐάνδρῳ Ald Hercher:  εἰνάνδρῳ 356 134 

In these last three cases, the readings of the Aldine edition are also given by other 

manuscripts.  Do these readings then come from a single manuscript used as checking copy, or 

from several manuscripts? Only a collation of all the manuscripts containing the Letters of 

Phalaris will enable us to answer this question. 

 

The Aldine edition and the transmission of the Letters of Phalaris 

While the exact combination of sources on which the Aldine edition is based is still uncertain, 

the position of the two main sources within the manuscript tradition and hence the position of 

the Aldine edition in the transmission of the Letters of Phalaris are relatively clear. 

Since Tudeer’s works on the Letters of Phalaris, based on the ordering of the letters, the 

names of the addressees and the greeting formulas, the manuscripts of the letters are arranged 

in five classes of varying importance. While each of the last two classes only comprise three 

manuscripts, the first three families comprise a high number of manuscripts (Tudeer lists 

twenty-one manuscripts in class A, eleven in class B and thirty-two in class C). Also, class E 

only has a selection of letters. This selection roughly coincides with the missing letters of class 

C, so that class E can be seen as a complement of class C. Many manuscripts of Tudeer’s list 

could not be ascribed to a class. Unfortunately, this is the case for the oldest manuscripts of the 

letters of Phalaris, the Milan manuscript Ambros. B 4 sup (tenth century) and the Florence 

manuscript Laur. Plut. 57.51 (tenth/eleventh century), which present a number and order of the 

letters completely different from those of the main classes. 

As we have seen, the Aldine edition combines classes A and C: it has the beginning of 

class A and the end of class C. The text of the letters is also a mixed text, using the readings of 
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both classes, since Pal. gr. 356 and Pal. gr. 134 belong to class A and Vat. gr. 1309 to class C. 

As for the editio princeps, it is based on a manuscript belonging to class C. The closest 

manuscripts to the editio princeps are the first part of the Vatican manuscript Reg. gr. 104 

(second half of the fifteenth century) and the Oxford manuscript Selden Supra 16 (sixteenth 

cent.).37 Thus, the Aldine merged the text of the two most prolific branches of the tradition. For 

the first time, it gathered together all the letters of Phalaris, offering therefore a more complete 

version than both class A and class C.38 In the absence of a new critical edition of the Letters 

of Phalaris (on which I am currently working), it is still difficult to evaluate the quality of the 

text offered by the Aldine. But it must be noticed that the manuscripts on which the Aldine is 

based were well chosen: both Pal. gr. 356 and Vat. gr. 1309 are some of the oldest and leading 

manuscripts of their class. One may object that Musurus should have used the old Ambros. B 

4 sup for the Letters of Phalaris, as he did for Aelian, Philostratus or Theophylact Simocatta,39 

but this manuscript is not always reliable in its readings and it only has a selection of twenty-

seven letters. 

 

Conclusion 

After examining the ‘roots’ of the Aldine edition, that is the manuscript and printed sources on 

which it is based, I would like to turn briefly, as a conclusion, to its influence on the later editors 

of the Letters of Phalaris. The Aldine introduced a huge change in the transmission of the 

Letters of Phalaris. It gathered all the letters of the corpus, using a new order of the letters, 

which combined the order of two different classes of manuscripts (A and C). While it is not 

found in any manuscript, one has to admit that the order of the Aldine judiciously combined 

large groups of letters found in the different manuscript classes: class A and, with two minor 

changes, class B have the group of letters 1–77; class C has the groups 77–108 and 109–119, 

also partially represented in class D (93–100, 102–108 and 109–119); and C has the letters 122–

148, which are partly comprised in class B (letters 124–127) and in class D (letters 121–132). 

The Aldine’s edition of the Letters of Phalaris was a great editorial success. It completely 

overshadowed the editio princeps, which only influenced the later transmission thanks to its 

incorporation in the Aldine for the second half of the letters. The Aldine’s organisation of the 

corpus still prevails nowadays. The letters are numbered according to their order in the Aldine 

edition. Van Lennep’s attempt (posthumously published in 1777 by Valckenaer and reedited 

by Schaefer in 1823) to completely modify this organisation of the corpus in order to adopt a 

thematic and chronological approach – without any manuscript basis – was criticised and did 

not last long. And Hercher’s edition of the Greek epistolographers (1873) came back to the 
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ordering of the letters adopted by the Aldine. More than five hundred years later, we still read 

the Letters of Phalaris as Marcus Musurus arranged them.   
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