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In the year 1666, on 23 May, members of the recently established Royal 
Society of London convened to discuss ‘some papers about coloration’ that 
had attracted their attention. The minutes of this meeting have survived 
in the archives of the Royal Society. They were published almost a century 
later by Thomas Birch, secretary of the society, with a note that these 
papers were ‘[d]rawn up by a very famous and curious physician from 
the mouths of the most knowing and experienced dyers of England and 
Holland in his time’.1 The Royal Society’s secretary was very likely referring 
to Sir Theodore de Mayerne (1573-1655), the same physician mentioned in 
the well-known Miniatura, or The art of limning by Edward Norgate (1581-
1650).2 Theodore de Mayerne, a Huguenot Protestant born in Geneva, had 
trained at universities in Germany and France before he immigrated to 
the British Isles while still in his thirties. He had also served the king of 
France before he left Paris for London to become first physician to the 
English kings James I (1566-1625) and Charles I (1625-1649). Throughout 
his long life, Mayerne enjoyed unequalled fame and wealth as Europe’s 
most influential physician, with a vast European network that extended 
beyond court circles and medical matters.3 He died in exile in 1655.4

In this essay I focus on a manuscript compilation on diverse art and 
craft technologies that has survived together with Mayerne’s medical 
papers in the special collections of the British Library.5 MS 2052, better 
known today as the Mayerne manuscript, comprises more than 300 recipes 
and technical descriptions, containing detailed handwritten records of 
artists’ manual mastery and artisanal know-how.6 The codex opens with 
a note on a small paper fragment that gave the collection its current title: 
Pictoria, sculptoria, tinctoria, et quae subalternarum artium spectantia in 
lingua Latina, Gallica, Italica, Germanica, conscripta a Petro Paulo Rubens, 
Van Dyke, Somers, Greenberry, Janson, etc. Fol: no XIX.7 The title resonates 
with a shortened version that is calligraphed in Mayerne’s majestic hand 
on fol. 2r, underneath which the royal physician added his flamboyant 
signature and a motto in Greek in a cryptic arrangement of calligraphed 
letters (fig. 1). The folio bears some resemblance to the calligraphed year-
dated title pages that Mayerne added to his medical casebooks in the 
1650s, towards the end of his life.8 
Until now Mayerne’s abundant medical note taking and this 

compilation of art-technological notes have rarely been studied in context. 
Instead, the historiography of Mayerne’s written legacy has resulted in 
two apparently unconnected historiographies in the history of science 
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and medicine on the one hand and art history and conservation studies 
on the other. In particular, MS 2052 has almost exclusively been studied 
in isolation, focussing primarily on the art-technological information 
it contains.9 A study of this historical and epistemic artefact in its own 
right and in context of early modern scholarly manuscript culture is still 
lacking. 

1

MS Sloane 2052, fol. 2r, title page (?) written 

in Mayerne’s hand, London, British Library 

(photo: © British Library Board).

Downloaded from Brill.com06/11/2020 10:12:09AM
via Universiteit Utrecht



	 Drawn up by a learned physician from the mouths of artisans	 207

Today MS 2052 is considered one of the most important art-
technological source texts, in particular with regard to seventeenth-
century oil-painting techniques. Generations of conservators and 
art historians specialising in Netherlandish oil painting have studied 
Mayerne’s manuscript -- in modern print editions -- to gain a better 
understanding of the much-admired masters of the ‘Flemish hand’: Paul 
van Somer (c. 1576-1622), Peter Paul Rubens (1577-1640), Daniel Mytens (c. 
1590-1647), Anthony van Dyck (1599-1641), and Rembrandt van Rijn (1606-
1669), many of whom were active at the English court in Mayerne’s time.10 

As a much-consulted source for the study of seventeenth-century 
artworks, MS 2052 seems to have answered as many questions about 
historical painting technologies as it raises about its own making and 
history. In the last century the Mayerne manuscript was closely studied 
by conservators and technical art historians, who garnered a wealth 
of information on historical art and craft technologies from its many 
records.11 On the other hand, historians have found so far no direct internal 
or external historical evidence that would explain why and for what 
use this compilation was made, kept, and maintained. Many puzzling 
questions concerning its making have remained. This essay focusses on 
how the practical knowledge and artisanal know-how that this manuscript 
embodies was amassed. In what follows I attempt to reconstruct the 
methodological toolkit that Mayerne mobilised to learn from and with 
artists and craftsmen the tricks and secrets of their trade. The main 
questions that I address are the following: What does this manuscript tell 
us about how Mayerne studied colour technologies and craft practices? 
How did Mayerne collect, compile, organise, and engage with artisanal 
knowledge from living and textual sources? What kind of means and 
methods did this learned physician use to convey – in manuscript – the 
(unwritten) knowledge of skilled artisans? 

In the first part I present an analysis of manuscript folios to show how 
Mayerne collaborated with artisans and conducted fieldwork to learn 
from artisans, including onsite observations, artist’s interviews, and his 
own experimentations based on information he obtained from artists 
and craftsmen. I argue that it is misleading to associate this manuscript 
compilation with only one authoritative voice – as its popular name, the 
Mayerne manuscript, suggests – and instead discuss it as a polyphonic 
project. 

In the second part I closely examine folios that document technical 
knowledge collected from master painters and that have been heavily 
annotated by Mayerne himself. I explore how the hand of the compiler 
and annotator contributes to the construction of a voice of authority 
on art and colour matters that is based on hands-on expertise, practical 
experience, and in situ observations. Moreover, my findings suggest that 
Mayerne drew on methodologies to organise, arrange, and transmit 
bodies of knowledge that have a long tradition in medical writing, 
extending back to Arabic manuscript transmission of ancient knowledge 
to the West. Based on a contextual and comparative analysis, I argue 
that Mayerne contributed to a textualisation of artisanal know-how and 
that his manuscript notes testify to his effort to integrate the voices of 
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living sources into the text-based episteme – still dominated by ancient 
authorities – of his time. In the final part I address overlooked issues that 
demand further research: building on recent studies of his medical note-
taking activities, I offer a speculation12 on Mayerne’s motivation for this 
art-technological project and, in particular, the historical function and 
aim of this manuscript compilation. 

MS 2052 and the genesis of the Mayerne manuscript 
The manuscript MS 2052 is a heterogeneous composite of paper sheets in 
various sizes. The total of its 170 folios was bound into book format after 
Mayerne’s death.13 It contains notes written in different hands in European 
vernaculars and Latin. The recipe entries are often richly annotated in black 
and red inks. The sheets occasionally contain drawings of painter’s tools and 
a series of eye-catching colour samples with captions in a German hand, 
as well as samplings of a variety of coloured inks for writing and drawing 
(figs. 2a, 2b, 2c). The manuscript contains no preface, dedication, table of 

2a-b

MS Sloane 2052, fols. 61v-62r, ink recipes 

apparently written in Mayerne’s hand with 

self-made red and black inks, London, British 

Library (photos: © British Library Board).
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contents, or index. Its current shelf number, MS 2052 on fol. 1r, might have 
been added in the eighteenth century by Sir Hans Sloane (1660-1753), who 
purchased it probably together with the bulk of Mayerne’s papers in 1712.14 

The double pagination in pencil on the top right of the recto is of a 
later date; the original chronology is unknown.15 Mayerne’s hand has 
been identified on both the first and the last dated entries, which provide 
the internal evidence that the note collection was compiled by and for 
Theodore de Mayerne over a period of more than 20 years between c. 1620 
and 1646.16 However, the collection also contains many undated sheets, like 
the aforementioned iconic colour samples, that could have been added 
earlier or later by Mayerne himself, by his amanuenses, or by other hands 
before the compilation was bound into its current codex format. Mayerne’s 

2c 

MS Sloane 2052, fol. 81v, undated folio with 

colour sample and captions in an anonymous 

German hand, London, British Library 

(photo: © British Library Board).
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calligraphed signature and motto on its current title page display striking 
similarities to one of the last dated sheets, on which Mayerne recorded on 
5 November 1646 colour experiments with an ink made from bilberries 
and expressed his intention to make further trials.17 Mayerne left no other 
records in which he claims owner- or authorship of this manuscript 
collection, nor do we have any other external historical documentation 
that links the compilation to his name.18 

The manuscript MS 2052 was fused to Mayerne’s name only after its 
‘rediscovery’ in the nineteenth century when Sir Charles Eastlake (1793-
1865) and the German painter Ernst Berger (1847-1919) published the first 
translations and transcripts from it.19 Eastlake is the first who refers to this 
source as the Mayerne manuscript, in his Materials for a history of oil painting, 
published in London in 1847. But it was the German editor and translator 
Berger who provided in 1901 a full transcript of the Mayerne manuscript, 
for the first time translated in its entirety.20 With these editorial gestures, 
authorship was construed and tied to one name: in the hands of Eastlake 
and Berger the Mayerne manuscript became an art-technological factum. 

Charles Eastlake describes the unearthing of MS 2052 from the archival 
bowels of the British Museum and provides evidence for attributing this 
exceptional find to the hand of Sir Theodore de Mayerne. He portrays the 
author of the manuscript as a modern chemist avant la lettre, whose name 
‘appears with honour in the history of chemistry’ and who ‘combined 
a love of art with a scientific knowledge applicable to its mechanical 
operations’.21 Eastlake’s retrospective ‘scientification’ of Mayerne, the 
Paracelsian 'chymist' and physician, provides a strategic role for the 
Mayerne manuscript in the ‘scientification’ of art-technological research 
in the nineteenth century. In Eastlake’s account primacy is given to the 
analytic gaze of the chemist above the skilled hands and practical expertise 
of Baroque master painters. Eastlake’s ‘rediscovery’ of MS 2052 involves a 
reassessment of Mayerne’s legacy: it is now the physician who enlightens 
the artisans. In Eastlake’s reading, ‘His [Mayerne’s] knowledge of painting, 
and remarkable predilection for investigating its technical processes 
and materials, were of great service to the artists with whom he was in 
conversation’. It is, therefore, not surprising ‘that, in return for the useful 
hints which he was sometimes able to give them, they should freely open 
to him the results of their practical knowledge’.22 Knowledge transfer and 
claims of art-technological expertise are basically reversed in Eastlake’s 
reception. A reductionist and anachronistic reading à la Eastlake pays little 
attention to the conspicuous heterogeneity and art-technological diversity 
of this collection. And more importantly, it obscures the wealth of means 
and methods that the compiler of this fascinating collection mobilised to 
learn from artisans.

Recent scholarship has emphasised the importance of colours in every 
realm of early modern Europe’s societies, be it cultural, political, economic, 
or natural philosophical.23 It is against this background of colour’s 
pervasiveness in early modern worlds and artisans’ skilled expertise in 
colour matters that I try to make sense of this important art-technological 
compilation that has traditionally mainly been studied in context of oil-
paint medium debates.24 

fig. 1 its current title page 

fig. 15 one of the last dated sheets

Detail of fig. 15 one of the last dated sheets
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An acute concern for colour technologies was not uncommon among 
members of the English court. Edward Norgate’s detailed treatment of 
colour techniques for use on paper and parchment, which he wrote upon 
Mayerne’s request in the 1620s, was, for example, avidly read and copied 
by a close-knit community of English nobility and gentry.25 Norgate, who 
– like Mayerne – worked for English kings and aristocracy, portrays his 
foreign ‘friend’ in his Miniatura as an ‘ingenious Gentleman’ and ‘learned 
Phisitian’ whose desire was ‘to know the names nature and Property of 
the severall colours of Limning commonly used by excellent Artists of our 
Nation’ and who was eager to learn from the hand of an accomplished 
limner and English virtuosi ‘the Order to be observed in preparing, and 
manner of working those Colours soe prepared’.26 

An art-technological polyphony
The collected notes comprised in MS 2052 relate to diverse artisanal 
practices and techniques, including instructions for the preparation of 
pigments, inks, dyes, and oils with particular handling properties and 
the creation of visual effects with paint applications, varnishes, and 
gilding techniques.27 Among these we find, for example, a painter’s trick 
for painterly imitations of gemstones (doublets) ‘with tears of dragon's 
blood' - a red resin that, Mayerne notes, ‘can be easily purchased at the 
druggist’,28 and a description of different technologies to attain l’esclat 
d’or, roughly translatable as the visual effect and luminous shine of 
golden surfaces.29 Also found are numerous instructions for making 
and preparing pigments and colourants from raw materials, such as 
plants, stones, and metals – compiled from written and living sources. 
It also contains many recipes for diverse writing, drawing, and paper/
parchment technologies,30 instructions related to engravings and prints,31 
and a miscellany of observational records and recipes for manipulating, 
amending, or improving properties of materials – for example, varnishes 
for making textiles water-resistant,32 and treatments for cleaning and 
restoring damaged or stained papers and canvases.33 Last but not least, 
we can discern in the many hands that contributed to this collection a 
shared and active interest in hands-on experimentation geared towards 
modification, manipulation, alteration, and/or transformation of material 
properties or applications for courtly or genteel as well as profitable uses. 

With its distinct features and in its material richness, this historical 
artefact and manual product testifies to a laborious and time-consuming 
process of collecting, recording, organising, annotating, assessing, and 
augmenting information related to artisanal practices and products. 
Moreover, art and colour technologies are not only described in it but also 
experimented with, demonstrated, and displayed on its folios. The compiler’s 
voice is abundantly present in the manuscript: palaeographic analyses have 
identified Mayerne’s hand on many of its folios – often conspicuously visible 
in annotations and commentaries added in scarlet-red ink.34 

MS 2052 comprises correspondence and notes written in different 
hands, among which is a long letter by Mayerne’s fellow countryman 
the painter and enamellist Jean Petitot (1602-1665), dated 14 January 
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1644 and addressed to ‘Monsieur le Chevalier de Mayerne, Baron d’Aubonne 
et premier Medicin du Roy & demeu[ran]t en St. Martin Lane A Londre’.35 

From the surviving correspondence we get the impression that Mayerne 
actively took part in an economy of artisanal secrets. In this letter, Petitot 
responds, for example, to Theodore de Mayerne’s request to inform him 
about his experiences with a varnish used by painters and for making water-
resistant textiles and leathers – of special interest to militaries and soldiers. 
The letter contains a detailed description of Petitot’s working experiences 
from making and using this varnish, and recommendations to improve the 
process: he advises to make greater amounts at once for bigger patches of 
canvas cloth and highlights the importance of ‘l'experience’ to bring the 
amber varnish production to perfection. Furthermore, he intimates an idea 
for a much-needed invention, a soft glue (colle bien souple) to impregnate 
the canvas prior to applying the (coloured) varnish. Petitot points out that 
this could keep the canvas light and might prevent it from taking up too 
much colour. Finally, he encourages Mayerne to further explore this issue 
in his own varnish experimentations.

Other entries collected from practitioners, in their own hands, include a 
recipe ‘For making of colors redy’ by the English miniaturist Samuel Cooper 
(fig. 3). More complex instructions for time-consuming and laborious 
procedures to transform a precious stone into an even more precious blue 
pigment were meticulously put into writing by the Netherlandish portrait 
painter Cornelius Jansen, active at the English court under the reign of 
James I. These recipes for ‘drawing azure ultramarine out of Lapis Lazuli’ 
and diverse manners for making ‘very faire’ artificial azure that ‘when set 
in hot horse dung for a month proveth excellent (…)’ span several folios.36

Not all recipes are written in the hands of painters and craftsmen. 
Mayerne added many entries himself, and scholars have also identified 
the handwriting of his son-in-law and medical apprentice John Colladon 
(1608-1675) on numerous leaves.37 For example, on folio 42 the ‘Procedure 
of the painter to draw on parchment, & to work [on] it with a quill and 
with a lead [pen]’ is recorded in Colladon’s hand.38 On the top right we 
find a note in red supplying the personal and geographical information 
that identifies a living source in the Netherlands, apparently added later 
by Mayerne (fig. 4).

Many of the manuscript notes are collected from the mouths of a 
variety of experts, among which are the multi-skilled serviceman ‘Capitain 
Salle’39; a German apothecary40; an excellent instrument maker, from 
whom Mayerne obtains the recipe for an amber varnish for lutes41; and 
the tinsmith who makes his profession and trade from gilding varnish.42 
Mayerne’s polyphony of skilful practitioners is remarkably oblivious to 
societal hierarchies and linguistic borders and includes many notes in 
artisans’ native tongues.43 The manuscript also gives voice to ‘“subaltern” 
workers’ active in the artisanal trades that flourished under Caroline reign.44 
For example, on another folio we find instructions ‘for correcting the smell 
of oil used to treat leathers and textiles’ with a prompt in Mayerne’s hand 
– ‘Have a look at the goat leather [industry]’45 – to explore these ‘secrets’ at 
artisanal production sites. The detailed documentation of craft practices 
through first-hand observations by Mayerne and his collaborators provides 
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textual records of practitioners’ expertise that was not commonly shared 
in writing. Many of the entries offer insights on how Mayerne went to 
work to amass all sorts of artisanal know-how. We can discern a variety 
of recordings, including observational reports, extracts from conservations 
with master makers, and detailed descriptions of experimentations with 
collected recipes. 

It is unlikely, though, that Mayerne had visited all sites of artisanal 
production himself, especially towards the end of his life when corpulence 
and old age kept him at his desk (fig. 5). The manuscript also contains 
descriptions of experiments in other hands, suggesting that others were 
involved in recipe trials and record keeping of further experimentations, 
most importantly his right-hand man, John Colladon. Perhaps we can best 

3

MS Sloane 2052, fol. 77r, ‘For making of  

colors redy’, entry at top of the folio identi-

fied as Samuel Cooper’s hand; the following 

French and English entries are written in a 

different hand, most likely by Mayerne’s assis-

tant John Colladon, London, British Library 

(photo: © British Library Board).
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envision Mayerne’s engagement with the arts and crafts of his time as a 
necessarily collaborative project, similar to the explorations and descriptions 
of foreign artisanal cultures and craft practices that we encounter in early 
modern travel accounts and humanists’ scholarly projects.46 

A keen interest in artisanal cultures and their processes of making was 
not exceptional among Renaissance scholars and the learned virtuosi of 
the early modern period. We can situate the thirst for information and 
abundant note taking to which Mayerne’s compilation testifies within the 
flourishing cultures of humanism and antiquarianism. From recent studies 
of surviving paper archives, compiled between the sixteenth and mid-
seventeenth century, we know that the interest of humanists and virtuosi 

4

MS 2052, fol. 42r, ‘Procedure du Peintre pour 

tirer sur le parchemin, & pour travailler a 

la plume & avec le plomb’, hand ascribed 

to John Colladon; addition in the top right 

corner in red ink probably in Mayerne’s hand, 

‘Rotermond Hollandois de la Hayes’ (photo: © 

British Library Board).
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and their scholarly efforts were by no means restricted to the textual and 
material remains of ancient Graeco-Roman cultures.47 

The manuscript notes bundled in MS 2052 testify to a keen interest of 
its compiler in particular technologies and materials. Conspicuous, for 
example, is the painstaking scrutiny Mayerne devoted to his research into 
‘vernix’, a notion that was used in the early modern period for a variety 
of resinous and resin-like materials, many of which were used to make 
varnishes for diverse applications. In what follows I discuss examples of 
Mayerne’s zealous study of vernix d’ambre (amber-varnish technologies) 
that extended over a period of more than 10 years, starting at the beginning 
of 1631 or earlier and holding his attention at least until 1644.48 Amber was 
certainly well known to the royal physician as a drug (component) and 
ingredient in cosmetics, listed e.g. in the catalogue of simples in the Latin 
edition of the Pharmacopœa Londinensis (1618) and in Nicholas Culpeper’s 
(1616-1654) A physicall directory (1649).49 Most likely, Mayerne was also 
familiar with the natural historical work on amber by his predecessor 
William Gilbert (c. 1544-1603) who, like Mayerne later, built a profitable 
medical practice as royal physician (in Gilbert’s case, to Elizabeth I and 
James I) and from his services to London’s genteel elite. Gilbert discusses in 
his book De magnete ([1600] 1901) the static electricity that can be observed 
by rubbing amber, the same fossilised resin that was so intensively explored 
for its artisanal properties by Mayerne.50

In what follows I focus on ‘para-technical’ information that Mayerne 
added to a series of recipes concerned with artisanal amber technologies 
– for example, dates, locations, names, and/or professions of interviewees 
and observed practitioners. I also analyse the mise-en-page of collected 
recipe entries, marginal notes, and annotations, as well as the use of 
linguistic constructions and literary strategies. The complex question of 
why Mayerne was particularly interested in amber technologies certainly 
demands further research, especially the economic context, but is not the 
topic this essay.51 

	 The folios on amber-varnish making and varnish applications reveal 
much about Mayerne’s learned methodologies for obtaining, accumulating, 
managing, layering, and digesting artisanal know-how. On fol. 43 we find 
a recipe for the ‘The True Amber Varnish’ and on its verso for ‘The True 
Varnish for Lutes & Viols’.52 Mayerne notes that the latter derives ‘nota bene 
from an excellent lute maker’, who is identified in a marginal note on the 
top left as ‘Mr. De la Garde’. Mayerne meticulously noted the instrument 
maker’s advice in the margin: ‘To make it good don’t add more than 3-4 
pieces of amber at once’ on a fire of medium heat ‘to smelt it without 
burning’.53 Mayerne included more oral accounts drawn up from the 
mouths of artists, such as the ‘True description of Vernix d’Ambre & from 
China as Jehan Haitier dictated it to me’ on a folio dated 9 March 1633.54 
Haitier’s name recurs on fol. 49, where Mayerne echoes the authoritative 
voice of the master: ‘To make it good, one has to melt the gomme Lacque 
with the melted Ambre, in the manner of Haitier & make the rest well and 
truly’.55 On the verso of the previous folio (fol. 48v), Mayerne reports on his 
own trials in an entry dated 8 February 1631 and marked with Mayerne’s 
initial M (fig. 6).56

5

Attributed to Jean Petitot, Portrait of Sir 

Theodore de Mayerne, 1640(?), enamel on 

copper, 41 x 35 mm oval, London, National 

Portrait Gallery (photo: National Portrait 

Gallery).
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The heading of the true amber varnish recipe on fol. 43r is remarkable, 
though not exceptional in this collection, for the detailed information it 
contains on how the ensuing recipe had been procured. Mayerne titled it 
‘The True Varnish of Amber as below, as it has been made in his presence 
& written down while it was made, by Joseph Petitot, who gave it to me’. He 
also placed a Latin note in red in the margin with an editorial reminder: 
‘NB. Ultima dictatio fac’ (fig. 7).57 This folio provides an excellent example 
of Mayerne’s method of collecting eyewitness accounts from living 
sources. The title informs us that the recipe had been recorded by the 
above-mentioned painter Joseph Petitot. The heading frames the recipe 
as a first-hand observation and claims authority and authenticity: the 
same man who witnessed the making of this genuine varnish wrote down 
these instructions and – note well – not from memory, but while it was 
prepared, ‘in his presence’. Mayerne consciously includes here the voice of 
the messenger in the written record. The observer is identified as a well-
known artist, favoured at the French and English courts for his exquisite 
miniature portraits executed in enamel. Petitot’s name gives the voice 
authority, ascribing it to the skilled hand of a master miniaturist, and not 
the invisible hands of anonymous amanuenses.58 

The epistemic discourse connected to amber in early modern 
scholarly discourse is noteworthy. Perhaps the idea of ‘vernix d’ambre’ as a 
particularly versatile material might have spoken to the imagination of early 
modern scholars in more ways: by the seventeenth century, amber had a 
longstanding reputation as precious gem, protective amulet, and powerful 
materia medica. Known to Pliny the Elder (23-79 CE), and a frequent 
component in Arabic pharmacology, it was prized by early moderns for its 
aesthetic and medicinal properties, most famously perhaps as a frequent 
ingredient in late medieval plague remedies.59 The inclusion of vegetal 
ambers in sixteenth- and seventeenth-century collecting cabinets testifies 
to its appreciation among noblemen and prestige in learned circles.60 

Mayerne’s royal predecessor, the above-mentioned physician and 
natural historian William Gilbert, also attests to amber’s great reputation 
in scholarly discourse. ‘Celebrated’, he writes in De magnete, ‘has the 
fame of the loadstone and of amber ever been in the memoirs of the 
learned’.61 The electrostatic properties of amber had already long been 
known, including by the Greeks who named it electron, ‘because it 
attracts straw to itself, when it is warmed by rubbing’, as Gilbert writes.62 
He lists more historical names before he goes on to discuss the material’s 
conspicuous ‘powers of attraction’, including the Latin succinum and 
the Arabicised and later Latinised Persian denomination karabe, in the 
French vernacular adapted as carabé – a term that recurs 10 times in MS 
2052 (fig. 8).63  Gilbert notes that amber was known as a popular panacea 
and comments, rather sceptically, on the uses of loadstones and ambers 
in learned debates.64 Interestingly, his discussion suggests that amber 
was associated in medical and natural philosophical discourse with an 
extraordinary testimonial authority that could be mobilised to support 
one’s case without any further explanations.

The aforementioned amber varnish trials that Mayerne conducted 
himself were followed up a few months later with further experimentations 

6

MS 2052, fol. 48v, ‘Vernix d’Ambre 8 febr. 

1631’, documentation of making amber 

varnish, written in Mayerne’s hand, with a 

heading in red ink and in the top left margin 

Mayerne’s calligraphed initial ‘M’. (photo: © 

British Library Board)
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recorded by another hand: ‘My experiment on the preparation of Vernix 
d’ambre executed on 16 July 1631’. The report of this experiment covers 
one and a half folios and is followed by a subheading, perhaps added by 
Mayerne or one of his assistants: ‘Speculation on diverse compositions 
of varnish’; yet this half folio remained blank.65 The blank space below 
the subheading might suggest that the manuscript compiler added titles 
for subsections beforehand, which he planned to fill in later – a method 
typically used in commonplace books (figs. 9a, 9b).66

7

MS 2052, fol. 43r, ‘Le Vray Vernix d’Ambre de 

Dessou/ comme la faict en sa presence/ & 

escrit en le faisant Joseph Peti-/ tot, qui me l'a 

donné’, with a marginal note on the top right 

in red ink: ‘NB./ Ultima/ dictatio/ fac.’ (photo: 

© British Library Board).
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The manuscript in context

Profuse, if not obsessive note taking was certainly not uncommon among 
the scholars and gentry of Mayerne’s generation and was continued on a 
vast scale in the seventeenth century on both sides of the Channel. Early 
modern virtuosi accumulated extensive and diverse paper archives in the 
course of their lives that testify to a flourishing and expanding scribal culture 
and an increasing demand for diverse paper and writing technologies 

8

MS 2052, fol. 44r, ‘Diverses descriptions de 

Vernix./ Vernix d’Ambre. Succinum’, heading 

in red ink and in the margin, Mayerne’s 

calligraphed initial ‘M’ (photo: © British 

Library Board).
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in Mayerne’s lifetime. It is important to note that this compilation of art-
technological notes took shape in a period in which print culture was rising 
but still coexisted with a rich manuscript culture.67 Close attention to formal 
and linguistic features is therefore of equal importance when analysing 
scholarly works written in manuscript as it is for those published in print. 

We can argue, for example, that the conspicuous mix of European 
vernaculars and Latin on many of the folios written or annotated in 
Mayerne’s hand is not coincidental but testifies to a time of transition 
in scholarly uses of Latin and the vernacular. Sietske Fransen has shown 
that for the first half of the seventeenth century Latin lost ground in 
Western Europe as the primary language for epistemic writings and 
natural knowledge text production, while the European vernaculars 
gained status as acceptable idioms for scientific discourse. Late sixteenth- 
and early seventeenth-century multilingual authors, educated in Latin, 
started to choose more frequently the vernacular when they published 
their work. The sixteenth century also saw an explosive rise in printed 
recipe compilations of great diversity, including medicinal and artisanal 
recipes for courtly and quotidian uses, many of which draw from Latinised 
traditions of compiling, writing, copying, translating, and transmitting 
recipes in medieval monastery contexts. In books of secrets and herbals, 
Latin nomenclature was also often inserted by publishers or translators 
next to local denominations for plants and other natural materials.68

While Latin’s impact on learning continued throughout the sixteenth 
and early seventeenth century with Latin-dominated curricula and books, 
we can discern a rise of the vernaculars, in particular Dutch, English, 
French, German, Italian, and Spanish in learned discourse – all of which 
except for Spanish are present in MS 2052, often on the same folio next 
to entries and annotations in Latin.69 Indeed, many university-educated 
men, like Mayerne, used their mother tongues and other vernaculars next 
to Latin in their correspondence. In the seventeenth century Fransen 
identifies a ‘definite change’ with regard to the Latin hegemony in 
communicating natural knowledge in medicine and natural philosophy, 
among other domains.70 For the French-speaking context, this change has 
been located in the decade between 1630 and 1640, roughly overlapping 
with the period that Mayerne was particularly active in investing time 
in his art-technological note taking.71 MS 2052 provides an intriguing 
example of this transitional phase in which the choice of language might 
be seen as a signifier of new modes of knowing and knowledge making, 
as Fransen concisely puts it. While the choice of the vernacular by some 
of the ‘new scientists’ has been interpreted as an intentional provocation 
to support a ‘new style of science’,72 we can perhaps discern a different 
strategy in Mayerne’s frequent choice of Latin in his additions and 
marginal annotations. Framing artisanal knowledge ‘drawn from the 
mouths’ of skilled workers in Latin, the language of learned university-
trained scholars, and in French, the prevailing language at European 
courts, can perhaps be seen as part of a scholarly strategy to elevate ‘living 
sources’ into a Latinised scientific discourse that had long been dominated 
by textually transmitted voices of the ancients.73 In what follows I argue 
that Mayerne found authoritative examples in earlier medical traditions 
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that provided him with sophisticated models for the integration of living 
sources into extant systems of knowledge that have a long tradition in 
medical writing, extending back to Arabic manuscript transmission of 
ancient knowledge to the West.

Recent scholarship highlights the impact of Arabic scholarship 
on knowledge-making practices in Western Europe and its enduring 
importance in European university curricula, in particular in medical 
teaching and pharmacology.74 Early modern medical practitioners and 
humanists built on an extensive body of scholarship on plant- and mineral-
based therapeutics that derived from ancient Greek and Arabic sources. 

The University of Montpellier, from which Mayerne received his 
doctorate in medicine, was for example known for its considerable 
openness towards Arabic medicine and sciences and the incorporation 
of Arabic scholarship into its curriculum. The works of authors such as 
Ibn Sina (980-1037) and al-Rāzī (865-925), better known by their Latinised 
names Avicenna and Rhazes, had been taught at the university’s medical 
school up into the early modern period. Theodore de Mayerne must have 
been familiar with Arabic medical traditions as well as with the influential 
writings of the Pseudo-Mesue, whose work was part of the core curriculum 
of Montpellier’s medical faculty.75 The enduring influence of the medical 
author al-Rāzī, a Persian practising doctor and ‘chymist’ who was himself an 
avid reader of ancient medical texts, becomes apparent in view of the many 
printed Latin editions of his work that appeared throughout the sixteenth 
century.76 Al-Rāzī’s medical treatise the al-Ḥāwī, ‘The Comprehensive Book 
on Medicine’, appeared in print under the Latin title Continens and saw (at 
least) five editions throughout the sixteenth century.77 This multi-lingual 
compilation of ancient authors, also included Arabic texts and al-Rāziī's 
own notes.  Most importantly, al-Rāzī’s lifelong work of note-taking displays 
an engagement with diverse sources of knowledge: next to excerpts from 
ancient medical texts, he added observations from his own practice, as is 
evident for example from ‘a large private notebook or common place book’ 
that has survived in the Bodleian Library.78 Arabic writings thus provided a 
learned model for the integration of observational notes and contemporary 
sources into a learned textual discourse of ancient scholarship.79 European 
physicians also relied on Arabic scholarship of plant- and mineral based 
medicinal drugs, many of which were not known to the ancient Greek, 
much to the despair of a small, but influential group of sixteenth-century 
radical medical humanists who attempted to give a ‘purified’ Graeco-
Roman foundation to Renaissance pharmacology.80 Recent studies show, 
however, that Arabic knowledge of globally traded natural simples and 
their medicinal and artisanal virtues were highly valued among practicing 
physicians and humanists in Renaissance Europe.81  The Arabic contributions 
to pharmacology were later systematically integrated into early modern 
herbals and pharmacopoeia, including listings of materia medica that 
feature many of the substances described in detail by Arabic authors.

The German humanist and professor of medicine Euricius Cordus 
(1486-1535) acknowledged, for example, the important contributions of 
Arabic writers to pharmacological knowledge in his Botanologicon (1534), 
where he provides a list of the many medicines ‘of the Arabs which neither 
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Dioscorides nor anybody else among the ancient Greeks mentioned’.82 
Notably, the first materia medica mentioned on Cordus’s list is ambra, 
a term that was introduced into medieval Europe in the course of the 
Arabic translation movement.83 Its Latinisation by the translators of Arabic 
medical works led to a confusion between animal amber (ambra grisae, 
ambergris) and vegetal ambers, which were often identified by colour 
or distinguished by their historical names in Latin (succinum) and the 
vernaculars (e.g. bornstein, ambre jaune).84 In medicine and cosmetics, 
amber and ambergris were assumed to have similar beneficial properties, 

9a-b

MS 2052, fols. 72v and 73r, ‘Mon experiment 

sur la preparation/ du Vernix d’ambre faict 

le 16. Juillet/ 1691’, the entry is written in an 

anonymous hand, followed on fol. 73r by the 

heading ‘Speculation sur diverses compositi-

ons de vernix’, perhaps written in a different 

hand, London, British Library (photos: © 

British Library Board).
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but for artisanal uses vegetal ambers were more common. The colour hues, 
saturation, and transparency of ambers mattered not only to collectors and 
natural historians but to apothecaries too, who also supplied artists and 
artisans with materials. The recipe on fol. 161 for vernix d’Ambre – which 
Mayerne apparently tried himself in London in 1638 – calls, for example, 
for ‘the most transparent and white amber you can find’, with a reference 
in the margin to a German apothecary, identified by the name Crudosius.85 
Interestingly, Mayerne’s fellow countryman Conrad Gesner (1516-1565) – 
the Swiss physician, polymath, and prolific note taker – had published a 
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detailed taxonomy of fossilised resins including ambers (Latin succina) in 
his treatise De omni rerum fossilium (1565). The treatise was published in 
Latin, but Gesner chose to add German names with descriptions of the 
different hues and appearances of the natural varieties in gothic fonts, 
perhaps to facilitate their distinctions not only for natural historical 
purposes but also for artisanal applications.86 The first entry on Gesner’s 
listing of solid, non-transparent ambers specifies for example ‘the most 
white and best amber’ in Latin and German.87 

Recalling the notes on varnish making that the painter Petitot apparently 
took in a workshop, we can imagine that he was perhaps scribbling his 
observations into a little notebook like the ones the prolific writer and 
practising physician Sir Hugh Plat (c. 1552-1608) used a few decades earlier, 
when he collected the practical knowledge of London’s practitioners for 
his Jewell house of art and nature (1594).88 Or maybe Petitot used one of the 
other abundant drawing and note-taking devices, like those handy ‘table 
books’ or ‘paper tablets’ for which we find a series of recipes on fols. 29ff 
and very notably one in red marked with Mayerne’s initial and the Latin 
notation fecij (made [it]) (fig. 10).89

Surviving examples testify to the expansive ‘info-lust’ of early 
modern note takers – among which were clergy, physicians, lawyers, 
natural philosophers, and courtiers – and to the expanding note-taking 
activities in mercantile and domestic contexts of early modern societies 
more generally.90 Historians have emphasised the profound influence of 
university-taught methods in commonplacing quotations and excerpts 
from authoritative sources, which early moderns copied by hand 
into notebooks or even cut and pasted from printed papers into their 
‘scrapbooks’.91 In the case of Hugh Plat’s many manuscript notebooks, 
Malcolm Thick has convincingly argued that we can recognise the hand of 
a university-taught note taker, trained in commonplacing methods.92 Thick 
also notes that complete works from Plat’s hand remained in manuscript, 
perhaps intended as a ‘scribal publication for a select group’.93 We could 
make a similar argument for Mayerne’s manuscript notes. Numerous folios 
in MS 2052 display information on ‘vernix’ that is excerpted from books,94 
often from print publications in the European vernaculars, among which 
were popular sixteenth-century Italian books of secrets that saw many 
editions.95 

Modern readers of Mayerne’s notes have been puzzled by the apparent 
lack of order of this recipe collection. However, greatly varied and diverse 
compilations of recipes were as common as keeping loose note collections 
in the early modern period. And what appears on first sight perhaps as a 
disorderly, preliminary heap of papers might have served the interests of 
its compiler best in its original unbound form. Recent scholarship suggests, 
for example, that Mayerne likely noted his medical observations on ‘loose 
fascicles’ – that is, papers folded once to make folios that could be compiled 
into unbound quires.96 Flexible systems of loose notes that allowed for 
resorting and continuous extension were not exceptional among early 
modern scholars, and have recently attracted the attention of historians of 
science and of writing and reading practices, who started to study how they 
functioned as working tools in epistemic practices.97 Close examination of 
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annotated folios shows that Mayerne availed himself of, for example, textual 
technologies that are reminiscent of scholastic and humanist-inspired 
methods for storing, sorting, selecting, and summarising information for 
his study of contemporary artisanal practices.98 We can also discern the use 
of testimonial rhetoric, linguistic constructions, and writing technologies 
in Mayerne’s manuscript that link his learned discourse on artisanal know-
how to a long history of knowledge-making traditions in medical and 
anatomical practices.99 

10

MS 2052, fol. 29v, ‘Papier à tablettes’, in the 

margin, next to the subheading, Mayerne’s 

calligraphed initial ‘M’ and the Latin ‘fecij’; 

the entire recipe is written in red ink, 

London, British Library (photo: © British 

Library Board).
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A matter of authority

On fol. 9 we can recognise visually distinct voices that are interlinked on the 
folio to yield an international discourse on experientially approved uses of 
distilled oils and spirit varnishes. Instructions for improving the properties 
of oil paints with additives have been drawn from different living sources 
and woven into a written account of artisanal expertise: a marginal note 
on fol. 9r divulges the secret of a French painter who adds ‘on the palette a 
few drops of petroleum or of oil of spike, or very clear turpentine’, because 
‘this nourishes the coulour and what is nourished cannot die’ (fig. 11a). On 
the verso of the same sheet a bright red note in the margins documents 
the savoir-faire of the Italian painter, Orazio Gentileschi (c. 1563-1639): 
‘excellent Florentine painter’, who ‘adds on the palette just a drop of amber 
varnish that comes from Venice, where they varnish the lutes, mainly 
for flesh coulours & to make the white spread & to soften easily & also 
to make that it dries faster’ (fig. 11b). Gentileschi’s ‘secret’ is linked with a 
black manicule to a passage in the main text, in which Mayerne restates 
the approved virtues of distilled oils for artistic uses: a drop of oil of spike 
lavender to white and blue ‘makes that they never die, which I repeat here 
because it is a great secret’.100 To this conversation, Mayerne added the voice 
of a Flemish master; at the bottom we find the addition ‘NB’. marked in 
scarlet letters (from the Latin nota bene for ‘note well’). It draws attention 
to another piece of technical information: 

[t]o make your colours spread easily, & by consequence to mix well, & 
even don’t die, like with the azures but generally for all colours, when 
painting, dip your brush lightly from time to time into the white oil 
of Turpentine from Venice (Therebentine de Venise) extracted au bain 
M.[arie] then with the said brush mix your colours on the palette.101

Mayerne documents here a painter’s practice that appears to have been 
common knowledge in Flemish painters’ studios.102 The source of workshop 
knowledge for making oil paints that allow for quick handling and fluid 
application103 is identified in the margin as ‘M. Rubens’, written in Mayerne’s 
majestic scarlet hand. Below, next to the line that specifies the secret 
additive in the vernacular, the learned physician glossed Aqua di rasïa, a 
variation of the Latin name aqua di rasa for (oil of) turpentine.104 On fol. 9 
the compiler lets Rubens – an internationally acclaimed painter favoured 
by the English and Spanish aristocracy – and Gentileschi, court painter to 
Charles I, speak to validate practical knowledge deriving from workshop 
practice. With these textual operations, the ‘painters’ secrets’ receive, as 
it were, royal approval. Common practical knowledge and trade ‘secrets’ 
are here validated by the hands of master painters and the testimony of a 
genteel wittness.105 The expert advices are accumulated in the margins and 
bleed into the main text, framing, enriching, and updating the collected 
information with commentaries. Mayerne’s orchestration of information 
on the manuscript page is reminiscent of methods developed in medieval 
and Renaissance scholarship for the study of ancient (textual) cultures 
which have continuously been adapted and repurposed throughout the 
early modern period. 

A French painter.
The green does not die
if one puts it on the
work
Upon adding on the
palette a few
drops of petroleum
Or oil of spike.
Or very clear
Turpentine.
This nourishes the
colour, and what is
nourished does not die.

11a
MS 2052, fol. 9r, ‘Labeur de vert’,
folio with recipes for making greens, 
and marginal notes in red ink written in 
Mayerne’s French hand, London, British 
Library (photo: © British Library Board). 

{
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On our folio, Mayerne presents himself as a reliable compiler of practical 
knowledge: at the very bottom, the royal physician added ‘I saw it’, using the 
Latin short term Vidi.106 We encounter this little word frequently, scattered 
throughout the manuscript. In Mayerne’s distinct calligraph, ‘vidi’ attains 
the quality of an epistemic marker, ‘tagging’ bits of knowledge collected from 
living sources as genuine know-how that is obtained from first-hand onsite 
observation. The linguistic construction affirms the validity of artisanal 
‘secrets’ in two ways: vidi/vidj indicates that the note taker saw the described 
procedures in situ with his own eyes. And at the same time, the folio literally 
bears the hand of the witness, who recorded his first-hand observation in 
fine black and red inks.107 With this case study I aimed to show how the notes 
of a learned physician might have contributed to the epistemic elevation 

Speculation
-----------------------------
#M. Gentileschj
excellent florentine painter
adds on the pallette only one
drop of Amber Varnish
which
comes from Venice,
where they varnish the lutes
principally for flesh colours,
& to make 
#[manicule] the white spread
& to soften easily & also 
to make that it dries faster
In this manner he works
when he wants, without
waiting for the colours to dry
completely
& the varnish of which the red
does not spoil
the white at all. Vidj.
---------------------------
          M. Rubens .

Agua di rasïa
   Vidj.

M The colours die when oil
heaped up on top dries and forms a
skin, which blackens in the air. There are some
colours, & the Smalts among them that
do not mix easily with oil,
so that they always go to the ground without attaching, &
that is the way they die easily. i: blacken.

Note the addition of spike oil
to white & blue, which makes that they
never die, which I repeat
because it is a great secret.

To test whether the colors die, after 
they have been applied to canvas or 
wood, they need to be dried close to a 
fireplace & 
it will show very soon. 

NB. To make your colours spread easily
& by consequence to mix well, & and even
don’t die, like with the azures
but generally for all coulours, when painting,
dip your brush lightly from time to time
into the white oil of Turpentine from Venice
extracted au bain M.[arie] then with the said brush mix your
colours on the palette.

11b
MS 2052, fol. 9v, 'Labeur de vert' 
continued, see fig. 11a, London, British 
Library (photo: © British Library Board).
Next to the folio English translations of
selected passages by the author.
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of (practical) knowledge obtained from the hands and mouths of living 
master painters.

With the next case study, an analysis of an entry on coloured-ink 
recipes and experiments, I argue that the materiality of Mayerne’s writing 
activities forms an intrinsic part of his art-technological project as do the 
means and methods with which this manuscript compilation has been 
produced, and that they too deserve our close attention. 

On 4 November 1646, the year that the royal physician had reached the 
eminent age of 73, Mayerne decided to devote his time and attention to 
colour making and to experiment with a tinctoria recipe for a plant-based 
colour for writing and limning. He ‘put into a tin tub on the fire a good 
amount of black berries on the outside [the colour] of Columbines, their 
pulp [like] a privet or ligustrum, left them to boil in fresh spring water, all 
pure, until more than half of the water had been consumed, the decoction 
became deeply tainted’ (fig. 12).108

Mayerne appears to have followed here a recipe that calls for a specific 
species of berries ‘which the Germans call Heidelbeere, & the English 
Billberries or Hurtleberries’ and provides instructions to cook them au bain 
marie and then to extract the berry juice by pressing them until they yield 
‘a red colour, very beautiful and very oriental’. This fine red colour can be 
altered by adding alum until ‘it will make a beautiful purple, more or less 
dark (…)’ (fig. 13).109  Similar recipes for colour making with local varieties 
of berries go back to Pliny and continue to appear in late medieval Latin 
and vernacular recipes for book illumination.110 The sort of berry that the 
recipe in his collection calls for is identified by its Latin name – vaccinia 
nigra – which Mayerne glossed in the margin of fol. 23v, next to the local 
plant names in the vernacular. Below the written instructions and some 
intriguing colour sampling, a commentary was added that is taken from 
an early modern plant catalogue, the popular Herball, or, generall historie 
of plantes, gathered by John Gerarde of London, master in chirugerie (1st ed. 
1597; enlarged 2nd ed. 1633). John Gerard (c. 1545-1612), garden curator at 
the College of Physicians, copied from earlier herbals,111 but he also added 
own observations to the plant descriptions, often concerning artisanal 
uses. For example, in the Herball's entry on 'wortleberries', Gerard added 
to his description of vaccinia rubra: 

(...) small berries in shew and bignesse like the former [vaccinia nigra], 
but that they are of an excellent colour, and full of iuyce, of so orient 
and beautifull a purple to limne withall, that Indian Lacca is not to be 
compared thereunto, especially when this iuyce is prepared and dressed 
with Allom according to art, as my selfe have proved by experience.112 

Fol. 23v displays an impressive variety in inks, textual features, languages, 
and hands gathered from different sources. Apparently, the praising 
words for colourants extracted from bilberries, that were copied from 
Gerard’s herbal into MS 2052 prompted further experimentation: the 
following sheets – 24, 25v, and 26; dated 4, 5, and 6 November 1646113 – are 
remarkable for being written in Mayerne’s hand with a decoction made 
from bilberries (vaccinia nigra) for which the making process is described 
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on fol. 23v. On the next sheet (fol. 24r, fig. 12) Mayerne reports on his own 
bilberry tinctoria experiment and states that the decoction ‘when applied 
to paper gives a dark purple not too brilliant which you can see on the 
following sheet’, adding as an example the three letters: ‘A.A.A. &tc.’ and 
the words ‘with this decoction this has been written’.114 Further colour trials 
are recorded with the addition of rock alum (‘B.B.’) and quick lime (‘C.C.’). 
On the verso of a smaller scrap of paper, fol. 25v, that has been inserted 
into the sheets in folio format, we find more colour trials that are marked 
with C. (fig. 14).115 The last sheet, fol. 26v, displays strokes and ‘doodles’ in 
quill and brush with explanatory annotations and a drawing of a drake-
like figure that serves to illustrate a limning technique for shadowing by 
layering transparent watercolours. The sheet also features a quotation in 
Latin, the first line of a popular quote from an ancient satire, below which 
the learned physician placed his flamboyant signature and his Greek motto 
in a cryptic arrangement of calligraphed letters (fig. 15). 

Omnibus in terris quae sunt a Gadibus usque/ Auroram et Gangem 
pauci dignoscere possunt/ vera bona/ atque illis multum diversa/ 
remota erroris nebula.116 

The full quote in English reads: ‘In all the lands that stretch from Cadiz, 
all the way to the Dawn and Ganges, few can discern the true goods from 
those of a great diversity [which have been] withdrawn from the mist of 
errors’.117 Mayerne might have intended this Latin proverb as a succinct 
motto for his art-technological project, referring here to the laborious task 
of collecting recipes and then identifying with many a trial and experiment 
the true and profitable secrets. Such a distinction between ‘experimented 
recipes’ and profitable ‘beautiful secrets’ is echoed in the preface of an 
immensely popular French edition of an anonymous sixteenth-century 
book of secrets, addressing its readers as follows:

As it happens to be, benign reader, I took pleasure during the passing 
years, not without great labour and exhaustion on my part, in collecting 
and accumulating several sorts of experimented recipes, which may 
point unto a great number of beautiful secrets.118

 
Fol. 26, which appears perhaps on first sight as an oddment with some 
arbitrary doodles, reveals itself on closer inspection as a systematic testing 
of the writing and painting properties of a plant-based tinctoria, which has 
been compared to a precious imported dyestuff. The true Lacque, Mayerne 
has learned from conversations with an accomplished miniaturist, comes 
from the East Indies and ‘is of an excellent colour resembling the most 
beautiful red anemones that one can imagine’.119 This example shows how 
Mayerne turned the folios into a site of manual experimentation that bears 
the traces of a recipe trial and functions as a material archive that can be 
reconsulted to test, for example, for lightfastness and to compare to future 
samples.120 In addition, fol. 23v displays annotations that have been added 
to the recipe text in different coloured inks and that allow for diachronic 
observations of colour changes.121 
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But what, then, was Mayerne’s motivation for conducting this time-
consuming research and producing this heap of manuscript notes, which are 
now known to us as the Mayerne manuscript? Mayerne’s biographer, Hugh 
Trevor-Roper, speculates that this project was motivated ‘by a real thirst for 
knowledge and a desire to leave a record’ of his ‘chemical discoveries’ that 
– under better historical and political conditions – would have brought 
‘these disorderly notes’ into the proper format of a learned book. That these 
manuscript notes never made it into print during Mayerne’s lifetime was 
for Trevor-Roper essentially a testimony to Mayerne’s ‘inability to impose 
a final form’ to his learned efforts.122 By contrast, my own findings suggest 

12 
MS 2052, fol. 24r, ‘L’Operation de ceste/ 
couleur’, written in Mayerne’s hand, 
apparently with a bilberry ink for which 
the making process is documented on 
this folio. Next to the folio an English 
translation of selected passages by the 
author.
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that Mayerne’s extant study of artisanal practices, originally compiled into 
a loose note system, functioned as a working tool that was born as much 
from epistemic as from practical and economic interests. 

Perhaps Theodore de Mayerne, Europe’s most famous physician, was 
tired of listening to his patients, the English gentry and nobility agonising 
about their little complaints, and of being exposed to the risks that first 
physicians faced when war and political tumult spread their poisons at 
European courts. Perhaps he preferred to attend to the mute bodies of 
colours (le corps du vert de terre, le corps du bleu) that die and darken in 
silence – and yet if treated well and with care, tempered and applied by a 

The Operation of this
colour

On 4 November 1646 I put into a tin tub on the fire a good
amount of black berries on the outside [the colour] of
Columbines, their pulp [like] a privet or ligustrum, left them
to boil in fresh spring water, all pure, until more than half of
the water had been consumed, the decoction had become deeply
tainted, [it] was strained through a sieve, and applied to
paper it gave a violet, not too brilliant colour, which you can
see on the sheet following A.A.A. &c. With this liquid this has
been written.
I took from it a good spoonful, and added to it a little bit of
Roche Alum which gave it a
deep blue color. B.B.
To this blue I added a bit of [symbol for raw chalk] quick lime,
the colour darkened like Indico. CC.

See what other additions will do. 

Marginal vertical note:

In a silver tile this colour is 
[like] that of a Pansy.
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Vaccinia nigra 

[Color
samples in
four strokes
in a row
underneath
each other]

The juice of black berries, which the Germans call Heidelbeere,
& the English Billberries or Hurtleberries, that is extracted by
putting them into a double dish in boiling
water, and pressing them, is of a red colour, very beautiful and
very oriental. If you add to it alum, it will make a very beautiful
purple, more or less dark, depending on the quantity of alum,
that you dissolve in it. vitriol and gall harm them

[Color samples in two strokes, horizontal]

Dead because of the ink that is on
the other side.

Gerard speaks in his Herbal of vaccinia rubra which does not
differ from the other one, except for the colour of the berries &
says that the juice of these ones with alum makes a colour that
is on par with the Lacque of the East Indies, to my knowledge, if
it lasts.

13 
MS 2052, fol. 23v, ‘Le Suc des bayes noires 
(…)’, Recipe for making coloured ink 
with the juice of bilberries written in an 
anonymous hand, including coloured ink 
samples; the red annotations are probably 
in Mayerne’s hand. London, British Library 
(photo: © British Library Board). Next to 
the folio an English translation of selected 
passages by the author.

skilled hand that knows its materials, these colours will not die at all (ne 
meurent point), but spread easily (sestend merveilleusement) and shine with 
vivacity and vibrancy – like the most beautiful flowers one can imagine.123 

	 Surely Mayerne was not the first learned man who set out to gather 
from experienced hands of artists and craftsmen the means and methods 
for producing the vera bona fruits of artisanal labour. Most prominently 
was Sir Hugh Plat, who left us an extensive study of artisanal subcultures 
in Elizabethan London.124 There are many commonalities between Plat’s 
and Mayerne’s endeavours. Most importantly, the committed effort to 
integrate artisanal and practical knowledge as ‘vernacular sciences’125 into a 
written discourse, the hands-on attitude with which collected information 
is digested and further explored, and last but not least the practical and 
economic interests that co-shaped their written legacy. In contrast to 
Mayerne, Hugh Plat actually did turn his artisanal ‘fieldwork’ into a printed 
publication.126 A look at Plat’s editorial process provides some illuminating 
insights and clues for the hypothesis that Mayerne’s collection of art-
technological notes might never have been intended to be published as 
a printed book. In the case of Plat, Deborah Harkness has uncovered an 
interesting editorial process that strips Plat’s detailed handwritten records 
of any circumstantial or contextual information that testified to the many 
living sources from which he drew his knowledge.127 Harkness has shown 
how Plat systematically constructs, from the many silenced voices of his 
contributors, one authoritative voice in his printed publications, and 
argues that Plat’s authorial voice presents instructions in the normative 
manner of ‘a schoolmaster’.128 
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By comparison, I wonder whether Mayerne would have intended 
his carefully orchestrated polyphony to be submitted to such a rigorous 
editorial process. Many of the folios in MS 2052 display diverse layers 
of deliberations, visually organised on the folio, that would get lost in 
translation into print. Mayerne must have been well aware that the textual 
and material transformation from manuscript into printed book would 
go at considerable cost to the rich and varied epistemic – and practical 
– features of his collection. Eventually, none of these papers went to the 
press during his lifetime, leaving it open to speculation whether Mayerne’s 
paper toolkit for the study of artistic practice was indeed ever meant to be 
translated into print.

But perhaps Mayerne had indeed a publication in mind, one that 
embodied all the vera bona bits of knowledge that he and his assistants, 
collaborators, and informants had painstakingly collected. Maybe he had 
envisioned them as part of a greater, profitable project – a ‘new’ kind of 
catalogue, displaying the refined products of an early modern ‘boutique’, 
‘pharmacy’, or ‘drugstore’,129 specialised in serving artists and a growing 
community of note takers, as well as the un-apprenticed hands of arriving 
painters, dilettantes, and amateurs. To envision such a project might make 
sense in context of Mayerne’s many other writing and publication projects, 
which include a ‘catalogue of medicines necessary for the preparation 
of a royal dispensary’, drafts for a pharmacopoeia, and his involvement 
in the regulation, production and trade of medicinal products with the 
publication of the Pharmacopœia Londinensis (1618).130 And, perhaps, 
even more so in light of his entrepreneurial activities, including the 
establishment of a distillation company (1638), accompanied by a royally 
approved publication, The Distiller of London. Compiled and set forth by 
the speciall License and Command of the Kings most Excellent Majesty: For 
the sole use of the Company of Distillers of London. And by them to be duly 
observed and practized  (1639) – but this is a topic for another article.131 

Conclusion: a working tool to learn from and with artisans
I have argued in this essay that a close examination of the original folios 
provides valuable insights into Mayerne’s methodology and that note-
taking technologies formed an essential part of his art-technological 
project. I provided a historical contextualisation and critical reassessment 
of this much-cited source to show how this learned physician went about 
to learn from and with artists and craftsmen. Moreover, I have argued that 
Mayerne’s handwritten records documenting and exploring artisanal know-
how testify to scholarly efforts that contributed to the epistemic elevation 
of practical knowledge and skilled expertise of artists and artisans. Finally, 
I aimed to show how problematic it is to study MS 2052 in isolation. 

We should keep in mind, then, that Mayerne’s medical and artisanal 
papers have only posthumously been neatly divided and studied 
independently along our modern disciplinary lines. If we put the Mayerne 
manuscript into perspective with Mayerne’s medical casebooks – the 
famous Ephemerides, spanning almost half a century of his clinical praxis in 
Britain132 – we see more commonalities that give us insight into Mayerne’s 
methodical note-taking activities to accumulate and digest medical and 
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14
MS 2052, fol. 25v, Paper slip with bilberry 
ink trials, bound upside down and here 
reproduced in reverse. London, British 
Library (photo: © British Library Board)
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15
MS 2052, fol. 26r, Paper slip with bilberry 
ink trials, bound upside down and here 
reproduced in reverse. London, British 
Library (photos: © British Library Board)
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artisanal knowledge. In the case of his medical notebooks it has been 
argued that they functioned as ‘instruments of deliberation’ and should be 
considered as genuine and indispensable working tools to the practising 
physician.133 To put it in Mayerne’s own words: 

In great and chronic diseases that require hours of deliberation, it 
is my habit not to undertake or to give council in the arena. Instead, 
working alone, I record the symptom in my Ephemerides, consulting 
my silent doctors about them. As a result, having diligently brought all 
things to a reckoning, I fortify myself and form an idea of the condition. 
From this I choose my medicines, having examined them carefully 
and acknowledged any harmful ones. Thus I acquire a knowledge of 
prescribing medicine.134 

For Mayerne, his medical note taking and the resulting casebooks were 
epistemological tools, central to finding the right treatment.135 They are 
manifestations of the interwoven domains of note taking, diagnosis, 
medicine prescription, and production. I propose that this is also what 
the Mayerne manuscript meant to Mayerne. For the compiler, who set 
out to attain artisanal expertise, the manuscript notes are no preliminary 
scribbles, but an indispensable working tool and instrument of deliberation 
to acquire and to document technical and material know-how from artists 
and artisans.136
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page numbers. E.g., fol. 51r: ‘Summa de 
Secreti universaly in ogni materia di Don 
Timetheo Rosello Lib. 6, cap. 39 & 40, 
pag. seu folio 127’.

	 95	 All textual references in MS 2052 are 
identified and listed in Parmentier 2017, 
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resins. Cf. Scott 2002, 295. I am grateful 
to Jo Kirby Atkinson for bringing the 
complexities regarding early modern uses 
of turpentine resins and their distillates to 
my attention. On (spirit) varnish recipes, 
see also Eastlake (1847) 1960, 471-478; 
Stols-Witlox 2001; and Stoner & Rushfield 
2012, 255-257. On painter’s enduring 
interest in essential oil and amber 
varnishes, see, e.g., Fels 2010.

	103	 On historical reconstructions, testing 
the use of spirit varnishes as diluents to 
improve the handling properties of oil 
paints, see Keller 1993, 99.

	104	 Cf. Kirby et al. 2010, 459. Berger 1901 mis-
transcribes the term as ‘Acqua di ragïa’. 
See also Mayerne’s own explanation 
on fol. 150r, where he quotes Rubens in 
Italian and adds in Latin a definition in 
brackets for an oil of turpentine obtained 
from the ‘soft and white resin of a tree 
belonging to the Pinacea family’ (‘i. cum 
oleo alba therbentinae [inserted above 
and in marginal note] extracto ex bice 
molli & alba/ qua colli/gitur ex/ arbore pi/
cea, est boni odo/ris, &/ distillatur cu[m]/ 
Aqua in/star Oleij/ albi The/rbentinae’). 
See also Kirby 1999, 13, on Van Dyck’s 
notes on ‘acqua di rasa’. 

	105	 See, e.g., also marginal note on fol. 144v: 
‘Junij 19./ Fettz ex-/pertus e(st)/& valde 
probat’ (June 19. Fettz is an expert & 
and very experienced). On fol. 5r ‘Mr. 
Elie Fettz’ is identified as a painter from 
Konstanz. 

	106	 From the Latin verb videre (to see).
	107	 On fol. 5v, Mayerne reports, e.g., on a 

new method ‘For restoring a painting 
that is severely cracked because of an 
abundance of glue in its ground layer 
or canvas’. Mayerne added detailed 
information that makes it possible to 
trace the instance to a particular day 
and to specific works: ‘This invention 
was made by chance in my presence 
on 24 December 1641 & practiced on 
a landscape by Abraham la Tombe, & 
on a portrait of the count de la Suze 
all cracked’ and marked this first-hand 
observation with the ‘epistemic marker’ 
vidj in the margin. Mayerne’s ‘vidi’ 
echoes repeated trials and testimonial 
strategies in medicine and anatomy, 
recently discussed by Evan R. Ragland, 
who points out that ‘these trials appear 
as brief first-person accounts of the 
way things happened during a trial’, 
arguing that ‘taken together, these 
instances of repeated trial-making 
form a picture of a learned culture that 
increasingly depended on the making 

of first-person, contrived tests of things. 
The search for new things and the 
frequent confrontation of theoretical 
claims with personal experience 
exceeded the common practices of 
learned medieval medicine. Renaissance 
learned physicians, using humanist 
scholarly methods, elaborated on models 
and methods from ancient texts and 
university settings’. Ragland 2017, 527. 

	108	 Fol. 24r.
	109	 Fol. 23r.
	110	 This bilberry recipe might very well 

have been copied from an existing 
text, perhaps transmitted through the 
family of Strasbourg manuscripts that 
lists an almost literal German version 
of this recipe. Cf. Neven 2016, 118, rx 
63. Or perhaps it relates to Valentinum 
Boltz von Ruffach’s widely circulating 
Illuminierbuch (1549, 1st ed.), often quoted 
in MS 2052, that contains a series of 
bilberry (heidelber) recipes for violets and 
blues. Benziger (1913) 2014, 78, 82. See also 
Zindel 2010, 646.

111		  Compare e.g. the entry on vaccinia rubra/
nigra across different editions: Dodoens 
1554 (Dutch); Dodoens & Clusius 1557 
(French); and Dodoens et al. 1578 
(English).

	112	 Gerard et al. 1633, lib. 3, ch. 73, 1415. 
Quoted in MS 2052, fol. 23v: ‘Gerard parle 
dans son Herbier de vaccinia rubra, qui 
ne different de l’autre que de la couleur 
de bayes, & dit que du jus d’icelles avec 
de l’allum se faict une couleur qui ne cede 
point à la Lacque des Indes Orientales, 
scavoir mon si elle dure’. Gerard became 
‘Surgeon and Herbalist’ to James I in 1604. 
Knight 2009, 75. On stick lac as a source 
for making pigments and dyes, cf. glossary 
in Kirby et al. 2010, 253, and Eastaugh 
2008, 220. On late medieval trade, early 
modern routes, and merchants’ quality 
assessment of stick lac, see, e.g., DeLancey 
2010, esp. 81.

	113	 Fol. 25, dated 6 November, and fol. 26, 
dated 5 November were bound in inverted 
order, and the latter upside down.

	114	 Fol. 24r: ‘Avec ceste liqueur cecy a esté 
escrit’.

	115	 MS 2052 comprises many sheets of 
diverging sizes, mostly smaller than the 
folio format of the series in Mayerne’s 
hand with which the codex opens 
(fols. 1-34); fols. 57, 25-27 (omitted and 
not transcribed in Berger 1901), 34, 
46, 49, (50), 55, 56/57 bifolio, 75, 76, 
80-83 enlarged format, 95/96 bifolio, 
123-135; series of same small-sized 
papers, probably coming from the same 

270. On books of secrets, see Eamon 1994.
	96	 Nance 2001, 59n26.
	 97	 Cf. Blair 2010, esp. 216-229, on what we 

could call Conrad Gesner’s ‘paper slip 
economy’; Yeo 2014, esp. ch. 6, ‘Robert 
Boyle’s loose notes’, 151-175. 

	98	 Cf. Ann Blair’s four S’s of early modern 
text management. Blair 2010, 3.

	99	 Cf. Ragland 2017; Pomata 2010; McVaugh 
2016; and Siraisi 2007. 

	100	 Fol. 9v: ‘Notés. L’addition de l’huyle 
d’aspic/ au blanc & au bleu, qui faict 
qu’ils/ ne meurent jamais, ce que je 
repete/ parce que c’est un grand secret’. 

	101	 Fol. 9v: ‘NB. Pour faire que vos couleurs 
s’estendre/ facilement, & par consequent 
se meslent bien, & mesmes/ ne meurent 
pas, comme pour les azurs:/ mais 
generalement en toutes couleurs, en 
peignant/ trempes legerement de fois 
a aultre votre pinceau/ dans de l’huile 
blanche de Therebentine de Venise/ 
extraitte au baing M. puis auec ledict, 
pinceau meslez vos/ couleurs sur la 
palette’. Notes left margin: ‘M. Rubens’/ 
‘Acqua di rasïa’/ ‘Vidj’.

	102	 On ‘l’huile blanche de Therebentine de 
Venise’, cf. Eastaugh 2008, 289. See also 
White & Kirby 1994, 71-74; and Kirby et 
al. 2010, 457 on historical uses of resinous 
compounds and essential oils (spirits) in 
paint studio’s and for a discussion of oil 
of turpentine (commonly referring to a 
distillation of pine resins) and Venetian/
Venice Turpentine (larch resins). Mayerne 
notes in the margin the Latin term acqua 
di rasa that is commonly used to refer 
to pine resin distillates. On the recto of 
the same folio (fol. 9r) Mayerne refers in 
a marginal note to  ‘huyle d'aspic ou de 
Therbentine fort claire’ (no mention of 
Venice) as additives to oil paints. Jo Kirby 
Atkinson, former senior conservator at 
the National Gallery, London, pointed 
out that ‘ordinary pine resin turpentine’ 
works better for some of the uses 
mentioned by Mayerne than Venice 
Turpentine and emphasises that further 
research is needed into the trade and 
availability of Therebentine de Venise in 
early modern England to assess economic 
(dis)advantages of using turpentine 
from Venice rather than local pine resins 
(personal email correspondence, 6 
July 2018; see also White & Kirby 1994). 
According to Kirby Atkinson, larch resin 
distillates do not work well for cleaning 
oil-paint brushes, raising questions 
about the modern English translation as 
‘Venice Turpentine’ that is today readily 
understood to refer to Venetian larch 
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notebook, including one bifolio 133/134, 
136 ripped bifolio, 137, 138/139 bifolio, 146, 
152, 162. 

	116	 Juvenal Satires 10.1-4, cited after Uden 
2015, 144ff.

	117	 My own English translation, which 
diverges from Uden 2015, 144: ‘In all the 
lands that stretch from Cadiz, all the way 
to the Ganges and the dawn, few can 
distinguish [dinoscere] between the true 
goods and those that, once the mist of 
delusion has been removed, are its distant 
opposite’. 

	118	 ‘Comme ainsi fust, bening lecteur, que 
ces ans passez, non sans mon grand 
travail et fatigue, j’eusse prins plaisir 
d’assembler et accumuler plusieurs sortes 
de receptes experimentees, lesquelles 
peussent enseigner grand nombre de 
beaux secretz (…)’. Preface in Bastiment 
de receptes, traduit d’Italien en François 
(1560), cited after Deblock 2015, 98. The 
Italian original, Dificio di ricetti (1525), is 
the first-known printed book of secrets 
(now lost) that was soon translated into 
other European vernaculars. The French 
translation saw an extraordinary number 
of editions and became a true ‘bestseller’. 
Cf. Deblock 2015, 42, 213-240.

	119	 Fol. 29r: ‘Tiré des discours tenues avec 
Mr./ Huskins Excellent peintre En/
lumineur. Le 14 Mars 1634. (…) La Lacque 
qui vient des Indes Orientales/ est une 
excellente couleur representant les/ plus 
belles anemones rouges qui se puissant 
voir (...)’. 

	120	 These insights are based on historically 
informed recipe reconstructions 
conducted by the author in collaboration 
with technical art history master students 
of the University of Amsterdam, during a 
hands-on workshop at an expert meeting, 
and at home. See events on the website 
of the ERC ARTECHNE Projects and 
reconstruction reports in ARTECHNE 
database (forthcoming). My thanks go 
to Benjamin van Enter and Annalena de 
Groot for making reconstructions and 
to Art Gaibor Proaño and the Cultural 
Heritage Agency for providing expertise, 
materials and laboratory space.   

	121	 Even today historical samplings, that 
include the information on how they 
were made on the same folio, are of 

great value to conservation scientists 
and technical art historians to assess 
processes of colour degradations and for 
their use as reference collections.

122		 Trevor-Roper 1993, 282; Trevor-Roper 
2006, 346-347. 

123		 Fol. 6v, marginal note; fols. 92v, 94v, 29r. 
MS 2052 contains many more references 
to the bodies (corps) of colours that can 
be enlivened, modified, and killed in 
various ways. A vivid body language of 
colours was apparently not uncommon 
at that time; we encounter it in other 
art-technological sources in the European 
vernaculars, e.g., in BNF MS Fr. 740, a late 
16th-century anonymous manuscript 
in a French hand that is currently being 
investigated by members of the Making 
and Knowing Project, led by Pamela 
Smith (Smith & Beentjes 2010; Beentjes & 
Smith 2013; Smith 2016; Bilak et al. 2016). 
References to ‘bodies of colour’ can also 
be found in Richard Haydocke’s A tracte 
containing the artes of curious paintinge, 
carvinge, & buildinge (…) Englished by RH, 
London 1598 – a translation of the first 
five books of Giovanni Paolo Lomazzo’s 
Trattato della pittura (1584) (cf. Ackerman 
1967; Leonhard 2015), but this early 
modern body language of colours is the 
topic of another paper. More generally, 
on early modern discourses on colours 
and colour making, see Baker et al. 2015. 
I am grateful to my reviewer for bringing 
Haydocke’s treatise to my attention. 

	124	 Harkness 2007, 2011-2253; Thick 2010.
	125	 Harkness 2007, xvii; Smith 2004, 142-149.
	126	 Harkness 2007, 2011.
	127	 Ibid., esp. 236.
	128	 Ibid., 235.
	129	 MS 2052 mentions on fol. 46r ‘les 

boutiques, & boëstes des Apotiquaires’ 
and on fol. 38v ‘les droguistes’. In 
pre-1650 sources ‘catalogue’ was 
commonly used in the simple sense 
of list, register or enumeration, see 
OED Online, s.v. ‘catalogue’, www.oed.
com/view/Entry/28711. Both herbals 
and pharmacopoeias with listings of 
plants, simples, and medicines, emerged 
in contexts of economic, practical, 
and epistemic interests. See, e.g., the 
‘catalogus rerum fossilium Io. Kentmani’ 
in Gesner 1565, no pagination. On 

botanical catalogues ‘as a genre’ and 
Gerard’s earlier published Catalogus 
arborum (1597), see, e.g., Knight 2009, 
71-75.

	130	 Trevor-Roper 2006, 216-217. Quotation 
taken from Sloane MS 2056, cited after 
Trevor-Roper 2006, 216n23. 

	131	 De Mayerne & Cademan 1639; Trevor-
Roper 2006, 331-349. More research, 
however, needs to be done on Mayerne’s 
entrepreneurial activities, in particular 
with regard to royal privileges, 
licenses, and patents, to understand 
his experimental interests in crafts 
knowledge – recently this has been done 
convincingly for Francis Bacon: Pastorino 
2017.

	132	 The Ephemerides morborum et 
elenchus remediorum variis aegris 
praescribendorum per Annos XL Mayerno 
Quaercetano &c. count 18 mostly short 
titled volumes, and total more than 3,000 
folios. The dated casebooks were written 
between 1603 and 1653. In contrast to 
MS 2052 these manuscripts were put in 
chronological order, indexed, and bound 
by Mayerne, probably at the end of his 
life. Nance 2001, 23. Nonetheless, they can 
best be understood as ‘a sprawling work 
in progress, a vast unfinished monument 
to a physician’s practice’. Ibid., 35. 

	133	 Cf. Nance 2001, 24; Kassell 2014; and Yeo 
2014, 17.

	134	 Quoted from De Mayerne 1603, 46, 
English translation cited after Nance 2001, 
24n5. Nance inserted ‘[from his books]’ 
after ‘silent doctors’, which I have left 
out; Mayerne’s ‘conversations’ might also 
include correspondence or notes.

	135	 They could also be described as historical 
examples of the material cultures of 
extended/distributed and embodied 
cognition processes, which only 
recently have attracted the attention of 
cognitive scientists, philosophers, and 
archaeologists of mind. See, e.g., Yeo 2014, 
32; and Malafouris 2013.

	136	 Cf. Yeo 2014 on early modern scribal 
cultures coexisting with books and print 
culture in which ‘note taking mattered in 
ways we need to reimagine’ and on the 
advantages of ‘flexible’ paper systems of 
loose notes. Yeo 2014, 13, xiv, xvi, 151-173.
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