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Encyclopaedia by Brunetto Latini 

(circa 1230-1294), a Florentine politi-

cian, poet, historian and philosopher, 

teacher and friend of Dante’s. Written 

in French during the author’s exile 

in France (1260-1267). It consists of 

three books: the fi rst begins with the 

biblical history, the history of Troy, 

Rome and the Middle Ages, followed 
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by a natural history: a comprehensive 

compilation of information about 

astronomy and geography. It also ad-

dresses certain animal and bird spe-

cies in depth. The second book con-

cerns ethics: it features the thinking 

of modern and classical moralists, and 

studies the vices and virtues that char-

acterise humanity. The third book, 

the most original part of this work, 

deals with matters related to politics 

and the art of government which is, 

according to the author, the most im-

portant and noblest of all sciences.

The miniatures in this codex are 

extremely rich and varied. The art-

ist’s boundless imagination fills the 

margins of the 18 folios with count-

less arabesques and drolleries which 

constitute one of the most highly de-

veloped, most interesting and earli-

est series of this genre in the history 

of the European miniature. There 

are also countless beasts, grotesque 

and peculiar figures, dwarves up to 

all sorts of tricks, acrobats doing bal-

ancing acts and juggling, musicians 

playing trumpets, flutes, violas, tam-

bourines, organs and bag-

pipes. Birds, hares, fawns, 

lions and hounds hunt-

ing boars, and even the 

creation of Eve are de-

picted too.

The penstrokes are 

truly masterful. The 

postures and move-

ments are often attrac-

tive and noble. The il-

lustrations of natural 

history employ tradi-

tional layouts dating 

back to Romanesque 

bestiaries.

Penthesilea, queen of the 

Amazons, with her ladies-in-

waiting, f. 13v (detail)

Apes, f. 59r (detail)Sirens, f. 47r (detail)
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