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ORIGINAL WRITTEN SOURCES FOR THE HISTORY OF
MEDIAEVAL PAINTING TECHNIQUES AND MATERIALS: A
LIST OF PUBLISHED TEXTS

Salvador Mufioz Vifias

Summary—Original written sources for the history of materials and techniques of medigeval western art are
very important for the scholar who wants to carry out research in this field The author has selected and com-
mented on those which he considers the most important among those that have been published: the ‘Lucca
manuscript’, the De coloribus et artibus romanorum, the Mappae clavicula, the De clarea, the Schedula
diversarum artium, the Breviloquium diversarum artium, the Livro de como se facen as cores, the
Coloribus naturalia exscripta et collecta, the Liber de coloribus illuminatorum sive pictorum, the De col-
oribus faciendis, the De coloris diversis modis tractatur, the De diversis coloribus, the Experimenta de col-
oribus, Jehan Le Begue’s recipes, Jehan Le Begue’s Tabula de vocabulis sinonimis, Il libro dell’arte, the
Segretti per colori, the ‘Strasburg manuscript’, the ‘De arte illuminandi’, the ‘Géttingen Model Book' and ithe

Ricepte daffare piu colori. The editions of the original texts containing translations into English, French,

German or Italian are listed in the article.

Introduction

There are two main sources that provide us with
original information about the techniques and
materials of mediaeval art: the technical examina-
tion of the work itself, and the written sources
which date from the time the work was produced.
The former allows us to know precisely which
materials were used in each case, and the latter
gives a general idea of the technical processes used
by artists and craftsmen at the time. Epi-
stemologically, the study of the written sources pre-
cedes experimental studies, which are necessary to
obtain precise data. On the other hand, analytical
results need to be correctly interpreted, and a sound
knowledge of the history of techniques and materi-
als is necessary to achieve this.

Thus the systematic gathering of written sources
is a complicated but rewarding task. Several impor-
tant efforts have been made in this direction. The
monumental work of Schlosser and the revisions by
Kurz and other authors [1] do not deal with techni-
cal subjects, even though some valuable references
are included. Thompson’s ‘Trial index to some
unpublished sources for the history of mediaeval
craftsmanship’ is a remarkable effort in this direc-
tion [2]. However, its practical utility is somewhat
limited for the scholar or the conservator because,
as the title indicates, it only contains references to
unpublished texts, which are rarely accessible. More
recently, Alexander has compiled an interesting list
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of published written sources from antiquity to the
late nineteenth century that also includes a short
and useful summary of their contents [3]; unfortu-
nately, information about the editions is seldom
included. Compilations of recipes according to sub-
ject have been attempted (see, for instance, those by
Roosen-Runge [4] or Brunello [5]). However,
researchers using them are necessarily confined to
the categories chosen by the authors, which do not
always coincide with their own interests. A very
comprehensive effort in this sense is that by
Bordini, who has made a comprehensive selection
of the most important sources from antiquity to the
nineteenth century. A short commentary is included
for each source, along with a list of the most
important editions and some references to texts
where each source is mentioned or discussed [6]. As
with any other list, the selection of sources might
be debatable, and not every edition of each source
1s quoted.

This present article may be considered to be a
reasonably comprehensive list of the most impor-
tant western written sources for the history of tech-
niques and materials of mediaeval and early
Renaissance painting, as well as their editions. In
practice, these editions are the actual source from
which most scholars draw information. They are
much more accessible than their original counter-
parts, since they do not require extensive palaeo-
graphical knowledge and/or extended trips to the
archives where they are housed. Many editions also
include translations into modern languages.

This article is divided into two sections: the first
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section, ‘The sources’, lists the selected original
texts in chronological order, with some comments
about the date of composition, contents and edi-
tions. The second section, ‘The editions’, is orga-
nized by editor’s name and date of publication. The
bibliographic information on the editions can be
found in this section of the article, where they
are listed under the editor’s name in alphabetical
order.

The sources

The sources are listed individually and have been
arranged in chronological order. However, it must
be taken into account that, as many of these texts
cannot be dated precisely, the sequence cannot be
determined precisely either.

Compositiones variae: the ‘Lucca Manuscript’

The only known copy of the text is presently kept
at the Biblioteca Capitolare, Lucca (MS 490), hence
its name. It is an unsystematic collection of recipes,
written in Italy in the latter part of the eighth cen-
tury or at the beginning of the ninth century.
However, according to Burnam, the Lucca
Manuscript derives from a Spanish text dating from
725, which in turn derives from an earlier manu-
script dating from around 650; the latter was prob-
ably a translation from even earlier Greek texts (as
some of the recipes clearly indicate). This is very
common in mediaeval sources, because the scribes
felt free to add commentaries or to make additions
or corrections to the text they were working on, or
simply to ignore some parts of it, so that it is not
always easy to identify the original core (or author)
of the text. Thus, resemblances or connections
between different texts are often found, or parts of
one text embedded in another. Many recipes from
the Compositiones variae have been copied into
other manuscripts throughout Europe (Johnson has
found up to 78 other manuscripts containing parts
of this compilation [7, §], including the Mappae
clavicula, see below).

The recipes in the Lucca Manuscript do not deal
only with painting; other crafts are also described
(including mosaic, dyeing, building techniques and
gilding). This work is also known as Compositiones
ad tingenda musiva, which is the title given to it by
Muratori (in 1739) and Hedfors (in 1932) in their
editions. It has also been edited by Pellizzari (1915)
and Burnam (1920).

De coloribus et artibus romanorum

The De coloribus et artibus romanorum has been
attributed to ‘Heraclius’ or ‘Eraclius’, a writer who,
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according to Ilg, is fictitious [9]. This work is
divided into three parts. The first and second parts
are written in verse and can be considered the
nucleus of the work. Later additions in prose were
made to this nucleus, forming a third part. Tts dat-
ing is complex; Schlosser and Giry date the first
two books to the tenth century [1, 10]. Schlosser
believes that these two books were written in Italy,
while the third was probably a French addition
written in the thirteenth century.

The De coloribus ... is an attempt to recover
antique technical traditions in a broad sense: for
example, dyes, ivory, gems and glass are dealt with.
However, the most important part of the text is
probably the third book (particularly chapters
XXIV to XLV and L to LVIII), where several
kinds of tempera painting technique are described.
The De coloribus ... was first published as a part
of Raspe’s Critical Essay on the Art of Oil Painting
in 1781. This edition was made from a partially
mmcomplete manuscript (several chapters from the
third book are missing) from Trinity College
Library, Cambridge, now held at the British
Museum (MS Egerton 840 A). Merrifield’s edition
of 1849 was based on a more complete manuscript,
held at the Bibliothéque Nationale, Paris. Ilg also
made a transcription of the De coloribus . . . which
appeared, along with a German translation, in
1873. The first two books were edited by Pellizzari
in 1915. Finally, Roosen-Runge’s Farbgebung und
Technik frihmittelalterlicher Buchmalerei was pub-
lished in 1967, including a German translation of
many of the recipes, along with technical com-
ments.

Mappae clavicula

The original text of the Mappae clavicula was writ-
ten in northern Europe in the ninth or tenth cen-
tury and was expanded by several additions in the
twelfth century. It has strong links with the ‘Lucca
Manuscript’, incorporating many of the same
recipes. One of the principal manuscripts (MS
Philips 3715, see below) was first published by
Phillips in 1847. More than a century later, in 1967,
many recipes from this text were annotated, trans-
lated into German, and published by Roosen-
Runge. In 1974, Hawthorne and Smith published
two of the texts from the Mappae clavicula in
English translation, with a concordance of the prin-
cipal manuscripts.

Although there are two manuscripts which may
be considered as the core of the Mappae clavicula
(the ‘Phillips Manuscript” MS Phillips 3715 in the
Corning Museum of Glass and MS 5614 in the
Bibliothéque Nationale, Paris), most of the Mappae
clavicula recipes also appear in other manuscripts
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throughout Europe. An example is a Spanish man-
uscript known as the ‘Codex Matritensis’, which is
held by the Biblioteca de El Escorial and which was
published by Burnam (in 1912) and Pirson (in
1929). It contains recipes from several sources,
including the Compositiones variae and no less than
70 paragraphs from the Mappae clavicula.

De clarea

This short manuscript deals mainly with manuscript
llumination. It also describes the use of glair (egg
white) as a painting medium, as well as how to
design foliate decorations and other ornaments in
book illumination. The only known manuscript of
this text is kept in the Burgerbibliothek in Bern
(MS A.91.17) and is unfortunately incomplete. It
was published for the first time by Hagen
(‘Anonymus Bernensis iiber die Bindemittel und
das Coloriren von Initialen’) as an appendix to
Ilg’s edition of Theophilus’s Schedula in 1874
(pp. 375-400). This edition contains some mistakes
in transcription, which were partially corrected in
Loumyer’s edition (published in 1908). As a result
of these editions, the De clarea has come to be
known as the ‘Anonymous Bernensis’. Thompson
also published this text in 1932; in his intro-
duction he agrees with Loumyer’s dating of the
manuscript to the twelfth century, while Hagen
thinks it was written no later than the eleventh
century. A recent edition of the De clarea is that
by Straub (1964).

Schedula diversarum artium

Theophilus’s Schedula diversarum artium is perhaps
the most important collection of technical data
about mediaeval arts and crafts as practised in
northern and central Europe. It is a logically struc-
tured work and not just a juxtaposition of recipes
from diverse origins. This makes it significantly dif-
ferent from many other similar texts and gives it
special value. Theophilus also seems to have been a
practising artist himself, hence the importance of
his account.

There are several manuscripts of this text:
the oldest and most complete are those in Vienna
(National Bibliothek, MS 2527), Wolfenbiittel
(Wolfenbiittel Herzogliche Bibliothek, Gudeanus
Lat. 2° 69) and London (British Museum, MS
Harley 3915). Schedula diversarum artium is an
expression that appears in the preface of the
Wolfenbiittel manuscript. Lessing named his tran-
scription after this expression, and it became a
commonly used designation for this text. The
Schedula is also known as De diversis artibus, the
title of the Schedula manuscript in Vienna.

The text is divided into three books. The first
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deals with miniature and mural painting, the second
with glass techniques and painting on glass, and the
third with metal, gems, and ivory techniques. The
date of writing has been disputed: Lessing dated it
to the ninth century, Leiste, Raspe, Degering [11]
and Theobald to the tenth, Hendrie to the first half
of the eleventh, Ilg to the second half of the
eleventh or the first half of the twelfth century [12],
Dodwell, and Hawthorne and Smith [13] to the first
half of the twelfth century, Bourassé to the second
third of the twelfth century, and Eastlake [14],
Guichard (in Escalopier’s text) and Texier [15] to
the latter part of the twelfth century or the thir-
teenth century. In this connection, it is interesting
to note that some manuscripts of the Schedula have
later additions (the earliest is the seventeenth-cen-
tury Vienna manuscript) that mention its author as
being “Theophilus qui est Rugerus’. This has led
some scholars to believe that ‘Rugerus’ could be the
monk Roger von Helmarshausen, a craftsman and
metalworker who was active around 1100.* In addi-
tion to this, palaeographers have dated the
Wolfenbiittel and Vienna manuscripts (the oldest
known) to the twelfth century. This suggests that
the text was actually composed at the beginning of
the twelfth century. The most recent studies (those
by Dodwell and by Hawthorme and Smith) also
support this opinion.

The Schedula has been published many times.
The work was brought to the attention of scholars
by Lessing in 1774, when he transcribed and pub-
lished several chapters from a copy of the
Wolfenbiittel manuscript. Morelli, who had discov-
ered another copy of the Schedula in Venice, pub-
lished some parts of it in the catalogue of the Nani
Library at roughly the same time (1776). Raspe,
who had found two further manuscripts in
Cambridge (Cambridge University Library MS
1131 and British Museum MS Egerton 840A., for-
merly in Trinity College Library), published the
Latin text of Theophilus’s first book in 1781. In
1843 Escalopier published a new transcription,
which was based on preceding editions and on the
Cambridge University Library MS 1131, as well as
the Le Begue Theophilus manuscript, see below).
Four vyears later, Hendrie published an edition
based on British Museum MS Harley 3915, which
he himself had discovered.

These last two editions provided the basis for
other publications. Bourassé translated Hendrie's

*llg, Falke and Frauberger identified several works of
Roger von Helmarshausen, such as a gold cross (in the
Kunstgewerbemuseum in Berlin), a silver book binding (in
the cathedral of Treveris) and two portable altarpieces (in
the Franciscan church in Padeborn and in Padeborn
Cathedral); see Schlosser [1].
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