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“A fine example of how the Middle Ages were characterised not by darkness but
a remarkable and surprisingly modern mastery of visual communication techniques.”

Alain Touwaide, Institute for the Preservation of Medical Traditions and Smithsonian Institution
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In the Middle Ages, medicine was undoubt-
edly the scientific realm influenced most
by the many cultural elements that contrib-
uted to shaping society. Its Greek founda-
tions were added to by Latin, Byzantine,
Arabic and Mozarabic contributions and
others from further afield that were trans-
mitted by cultures bordering on the west-
ern world. As a result, each medicinal plant
had as many names as the cultures using it
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to make remedies. But the variety of names
used for a single plant in different cultures
sometimes led to confusion. To avoid this
risk, dictionaries were produced and botan-
ical albums too, featuring pictures of the
plants and other simples used in everyday
therapeutic practices together with the vari-
ous names they were called by the different
peoples that comprised medieval society.
The Tractatus de Herbis, codex Sloane 4016,
currently in the collections at the British Li-
brary is one such book enabling the differ-
ent names of these plants to be linked to
the plants themselves. This helped avoid
confusion and the disastrous consequences
of giving a patient a simple other than the
one prescribed by the physician.
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¢ Full-colour commentary volume (512 p.) written
by Alain Touwaide (Institute for the Preservation of Medical Traditions
and Smithsonian Institution)
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The manuscript conserved at
the British Library of London
catalogued as Sloane ms. 4016
is a splendid volume with 109 fo-
lios of large parchment, (365 mm. x
265 mm.) It is illustrated
with nearly 500 poly-
chrome representa-
tions of plants, ani-
mals and minerals,
which were all used
as primary materials
to produce drugs. These
illustrations  also include

some people (ff. 2r, 44y,

78
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98v), a mummy (f. 62r),
animals’ parts (antlers, for

example, on f. 34v), and man-
ufactured by-products (wax, f. 30r).

A BOOK under SCRUTINY

(extract from the commentary volume)

Though this manuscript lacks a signa-
ture, colophon, or any indication of its
provenance or date, it has traditionally
been considered to be of North Italian
origin, most likely from the Lombardy
region from about 1440 AD judging from
its Gothic style script. Later, it belonged
to the Marquis of Magny, Nicolas Joseph
Foucault (1643-1721), then to the English
collector Hans Sloane (1660-1753), before
it became part of the collections of the
British Museum founded in 1753.

Most of the plants are represented
outside their natural context, more as
botanical specimens than as live plants in
their natural environments. The several
mineral substances and manufactured
products — paper, for example, (f. 70r) —
are represented in an abstract fashion,
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Tractatus de Herbis, ff. 30v-31r

more as theoretical notions than as sub-
stances sitting on the shelf of an apothe-
cary or in pharmaceutical jars. By contrast,
animals are drawn in their entirety and
some of them, such as the vulture (f. 108v),
are seized on the spot in vivid, naturalistic
scenes which open like windows into the
world of the past, revealing the substances
that once provided the basis for medicines.

These depictions of the outside
world are sometimes so developed as to
portray scenes from everyday life, as in
the case of the cherry tree (f. 30r). It is
somewhat reminiscent of medieval calen-
dars with pictorial representations for the

months, their chores, their corresponding

constellations and even the seasons and
their climate. These scenes also recall the
many splendid pictorial exemplars of the
works known as Tacuinum sanitatis. They
appear like a collection of miniatures that
stage the medical materials, the foods and
other elements which made up diet, and
the medicines of the rich and famous in
the 14" and 15™ centuries.
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Red poppy. It is also called | king’s rose. In Arabic [it is
called] rabach, alma, hamen. Oth- | ers [call it] ¢ichach. As for
Dioscorides, he called | it anemonis.

Pellitory-of-the-wall. Dioscorides [calls
it] alsinen.It is also called vitriola or
vitraria and victoriola and muralem
and canicularem and aratis arago
and ostriago, wind herb or St Lawrence’s
herb, and sanicla peditialis or
peditiados or perdition
or perithunion and
siderictis and eraclia and

o questin agreste and libatia and
poliominon.

Sparrow, called aliartan in Arabic.
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