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INTRODUCTION

The history of art can undoubtedly be qualified as a comparatively recent discipline if
we define it as a surveying and interpreting of those images which provide us with a
vivid testimony to the life and artistic development of the past as well as the present.
Nevertheless, it is still surprising 1o note that a particular group of illuminated manu-
scripts of great importance has gone largely unnoticed and unremarked for centuries,
even hy those whose sphere of interest has been the study of the figurative arts, But
such, in fact, has been the amazing fate of those manuscripts we are about to examine.

The first substantial clue to their existence came in 1895, when Julius von Schlos-
ser mentioned a noteworthy illuminated manuscript in the Austrian Imperial Col-
lection which hore the title, Tuesinum Sanitutis In Medicina. In commenting upon
Schlosser’s significant contribution to knowledge about this work Leopold Delisle
indicated, in 1896, that there was a similar manuscript in the National Library in
Paris. Then, in 1903, Professor Fogolari revealed that a third, related codex was con-
tained in the collection of the Casanatense Library in Rome. A comparison of these
three manuscripts reveals a number of ohvious and exciting similarities. Moreover,
we can now add two more manuscripts to this grouping, one of which is presently in
Lig¢ge, while the other is in Rouen.

The Tacuinum in the University Library of Liége is mentioned in the caralogue
of an exhibition of Western illuminated manuscripts held in Vienna in 1952, and
again, by Renata Cipriani, in the catalogue of the 1958 exhibition in Milan of
Lombard Art from the Visconti 1o the Sforza (where the manuscript, however, was
not actually exhibited). The 1875 catalogue of the University Library of Ligge had
attributed this Tacuinum to the Gftcenth century and qualified ic as a manuserit
curteux. Undoubtedly it does posc a number of problems, as we shall sce. 1 actually
found ir listed as early as 1892 in the Spanish Bulletin of the Academy of History, as
a Cordovan manuscript. We shall delve later into the reasons behind this Cordovan
qualification, since they arc linked to the Arabian physician whose texts were the
matrix for the development of the Tacuina.

The codex in the Municipal Library of Rouen (exhibited in 1958 in Milan) had
already been mentioned as early as 1839, and had been registered in the 1888 general
catalogue of all manuscripts contained in the public libraries of France. In an article
published in 1950 Wickersheimer linked it to the other Tacuina.

Another illuminated manuscript which displayed certain afhnities to those already
mentioned above had been catalogued in the fiest half of the cighteen-hundreds as
part of the collection of the Natonal Library in Paris, and Professor Otto Picht dis-
cussed this manuscript in an important article published in 1952-53. However,
although it is obvious that the Paris manuscript is a very intriguing one, we feel it is
beyond the scope of our present study and therefore will not include it among the
manuscripts to be examined on the following pages.




We have also excluded two other codices, probably of Venetian origin and dating
from the fourteen-hundreds, listed as MSS. 5264 and 2396 in the National Library in
Vienna, in order to concentrate upon the five manuscripts which were undoubtedly
conceived in the Po Valley even if they included the work of illuminators of diverse
origins, In fact, all the manuscripts we will consider clearly display the manifold
tendencies to be found in works done in the Po region during the course of a few
decades—we may actually say within twenty years, if we exclude the last of these
manuscripts, ic., that of Rouen.

What was the reason for the success of the specific category of manuscripts repre-
sented by the Tacuinum Sanitatis at a particular moment in the history of the West?
Why did interest in these Illuminated Medieval Health Handbooks continue
unabated, even when printed editions began to replace handwritten and painted
manuscripts? Furthermore, from which tradition did this genre of illuminated manu-
scripts spring? Upon closer inspection, we might venture to speak of illuminated
manuscripts with the addition of abbreviated “commentaries.” A consideration of
undoubted interest is the relationship between the Tacuinum Sanitatis of the late
1300s and 1400s and medieval manuals on herbs. While the Tacuina constitute a
singular category, it would seem undeniable that the fundamental source for these
manuscripts is to be found in the herbalist tradition. And just as any work on medi-
eval herbal manuscripts must contain a chapter devoted to the Tacwinum, so our
study will draw enlightenment from the tradition of the Herbaria. If in a plant
illustrated in the Dioscorides Codex of about 512 we can recognize a distant source
for a similar representation in a Tacuinum completed at the end ol the fourteenth
century, we shall begin to appreciate the parallels to the written texts as well, thus
gaining a more complete comprehension of the work in its totality. For example, a
consideration of herbal manuals as providing either a precedent for or being con-
temporary with {as well, of course, as successive to) the Tacuzna reveals a productive
vein of exploration. In this context, if we wish to evaluate the state of modern studies
concerned with herbal manuals, a consideration of Camus’s findings will be of
interest. In 1886, exactly nine vears before Schlosser published his views on the
Tacuinum Sanitatis in Vienna, Camus had acknowledged only the work of Benedetto
Rinio and the famous Dioscorides, previously mentioned, as being unique medieval
treatises with illustrations of plants. Therefore, as far as critical studies of herbal
manuscripts are concerned, we find ourselves in approximately the same situation as
seen above in relation to the Tecuina.

In any case, it is their extraordinary ability to communicate directly by means of
images that makes the pages in the herbal manuscripts and in the Tacuina particu-
larly fascinating today, over and above the natural interest of the scholar in identify-
ing that period which produced the Tacuina (ie., the late Gothic era).

We shall soon see that Arabic medicine is at the root of the text contained in the
Tacuina. Only a few of the many Arabian hotanical and medical treatises with which
we are familiar are illustrated, but modern studies have perhaps not sufficiently under-
lined the fact that, just as the written text in the Tacuina had been translated from



Arabic into Latin, so, in all probability, a similar rapport may be found in the figura-
tive dimension. We should not exclude the possibility that the Arabic culture of
Southern Spain was a determinant factor in the passage of these texts from their
Arab matrix to their European interpretations. It is not possible to consider a problem
of such dimensions here, but [ should mention in this connection a manuscript in the
Library of Alexandria, examined by Farés, and which he had placed about the middle
of the fourteenth century. This manuscript contains 270 illustrations of botanicals.
The Arabic text, unpublished until Farés made it known, bears tbe following note in
French in the Introduction:

After the folios on animals, I present plants and minerals, according to the statemcnts
of competent doctors. T rely on their opinions, favorable or unfavorable, depending upon
whether the properties of the substances being considered are useful or dangerous (to
the extent that verification and checking of sources was possible for me). In the prepara-
tion of this collection, the Treatise composed by the botanist Abu Muhammad ‘Abd-
Allah ibn Ahmad, known by the name of Ibn al Baytar, born in Malaga, was of great
help to me.

The intentions expressed in these lines do not differ substantally from those
which resulted in the execution of the Tacusna. Therefore, we may accept the hypoth-
esis of Arabic antccedents to the medieval health handbooks we are considering.
Furthermore, there is no doubt that the method of cultivating herbs still employed in
Southern Spain leads us to designs that are found on the pages of the Tacuina, Certain
sinuous rhythms evident in climbing plants still to be seen in the open courtyards of
the old quarters in Seville and Cordova were obviously the source of inspiration for
many similar elaborate and elegant designs in these late Gothic manuscripts. How
much of the Arabic culture filtered into the Western world, notwithstanding the
repressive intentions of those who had reconquered areas previously under Arab
domination, remains to be clarified.

In any case, representations of herbs, flowers, and fruits predominate in the
Tacuing illustrations. However, there are also folios devoted to natural elements,
foodstuffs, winds, and seasons. Moreover, the changeable conditions of human
emotions, from anger to joy, as linked to the medico-chemical theory of humors upon
which herbal compounds are considered to have such a profound influence, are cer-
tainly not neglected. And all these clements are framed within settings consistent with
normal living habits—thus rooms are illustrated which would be suitable to the frigid
conditions of winter and those better adapted to the summer’s heat. The influence of
the stars, planets, and, therefore, the climate upon the places where a man’s life is
lived, and also the contingent usefulness of cach practice, drink, or particular kind of
food, is precisely depicted on every folio. The result is a representation of life i its
totality, to which the commentaries correspond in their description of the rapport
between man and nature. The statement which follows is found at tbe beginning of
the Vienna manuscript.







The term Tacuinum is derived from the Arabic tagwim. Wickersheimer, seeing
the disparity of interpretations among Arahic specialists concerning this derivation,
posed the prohlem to a specialist, Charles Jaeger, who explained the apparent contra-
dictions in the various interpretations of the Arahic term by proposing the translation
of the term tagwim as tables. The derivation, at this point, is clear. As each partition
of a table in the Arabic manuscript indicated the properties of the subjects illustrated,
so on each page of the illuminated manuscripts the work presents an illustration com-
pleted by the text commentary written below. The almost squarc shape of the illustra-
tions in the Tacuing thus provides another link to the tahles found in the original
Arabic works, and the indication concerning the author who was the source of the
text is further verified.

Returning tw the research carried out by our Arabic specialists, we can gather
much informadon concerning the Arabian physician Ibn Botudn, and the fortunes
reserved for his work in the West (due in part, perhaps, to the [act that he was bap-
tized under the name of John). Ibn Botlin was a student of Ibn el Taijib in Baghdad
and practiced medicine in Mossul, Diyarbekir, and Aleppo. In 1047 he was in Egypt,
where he engaged in a lively debate with the physician Ibn Ridwéin. He was in
Constantinople and in Antioch, where he retired 16 a monastery, He died not before
1068. He had occupied himself with theological questions, in addition to having
written many works on medicine and health. This provides still further verification
of the medicval tendency toward a unified view of reality rather than the analytical
modes which have been the foundation of Western thought for centuries within the
Humanistic framework.

Exactly when the Arabic text was translated into Latin, thus becoming a part of
Western culture, has not becn established with any certainty. One hypothesis is that
the translation was cxecuted in the cleventh century by Gerardo of Cremona, Cer-
tainly a translation must have been available in 1266, if we are to accept the inscription
in the Latin manuscript (No. 315) bclonging to the Marciana Library in Venice,
which reads:

Here begins the book of the Tacuinum, translated from Arabic into Latin at the Court
of the IMustricus King Manfred, Lover of Science.

From this inscription we can sec both when and where the translation was done.
Manfred was King of Sicily from 1254 to 1266 and his court was in Palermo. But this,
of course, does not mean the cranslation done for Manfred was the first. From
Delisle’s investigations of the archives of the National Library in Paris it is obvious
that the Latin translation of the basic text was widely disuributed during the four-
teenth and Bfteenth centuries, at any rate. The Natonal Library owns several such
manuscripts, and Wickersheimer adds several others in various collections to the
original list compiled by Delisle. Here we wish to cmphasize that one was part of the
Visconti Library in Pavia during the fifteenth century, as quoted by Adda and dis-
covered by Pellegrin, who indicatcs its current reference number in the National
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the cultural milieu of the Po Valley was Giotto, who was not only an important
presence in Lombardy during the first half of the 1300s (his patron in 1333 being
Azzone Visconti), but also an influential figure in the Eastern region of that same
valley, as demonstrated by the Scrovegni Chapel in Padua.

When in 1947 Coleuti chose the subtitle I Paduni (The Artists of the Po Valley)
for the third volume of his work intended as a revision of I Primitivi (The Primi-
tives ), he was correctly defining the problem of the geographical delimitation of
Northern Italian culture by the Po Valley, which, notwithstanding its multiple
aspects, also exhibits certain common characteristics. Altichiero’s cultural preparation
undoubtedly presents analogies to that of Giovanni Alcherio of Milano, and a
knowledge of their frescoes is among the elements which characterized the seriptoria
from which cmerged the illuminated manuscripts of the last twenty years of the
1300s.

After the suhstantial revision in previous interpretations made possible by the
exhibition of Lombard Art from the Visconti to the Sforza, Arslan had acknowledged
that he was forced “to abandon the tendency to attribute to only one artist the
illuminations that decorate each manuscript; and to think instead of a codex as
having been produced in a scriptorium where, together with a master (or several
masters), there were usually various collaborators at work.”

The situation in the Northern Italian seréptoria (as I belicve was true of all
medieval seriptoria) has distant roots. It is sufficient to think of the {unction of
certain codices that have been the prototvpes for successive realizations, and of the
strict rapport that one can discern between the sculpted decorations embellishing
Romanesque churches and the plates in the various illuminated manuscripts, A
typical way of working in collaboration was also evident in the stonecutters’ work-
shops (think of the Como masters) and the method adopted by the medieval
scriptoria,

We might then ask whether that unifying character displayed by European art
for about half a century between the thirteen- and fourteen-hundreds was not
perhaps the final impressive example of this communal approach to artistic realiza-
tions before Humanism, that great turning point, began to characterize Western
culture in the centuries 10 follow with its emphasis upon the primacy of individual
contributions.
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