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AroundTheophilus: an expert meeting towards new standards in Theophilus scholarship

Status quaestionis
The treatise known as De diversis artibus, or the

Schedula Diversarium Artium, or simply the Schedula,
attributed to âTheophilusâ, also known as âTheophilus
presbyterâ, is one of the most important, and certainly
the most cited and most discussed, of all mediaeval craft
treatises. Book I describes the craft of painting, Book II
that of glass, and Book III that of metalwork, including
working precious materials, the construction of organs
and the founding of bells.

Described in bibliographies of the sixteenth century,
the text first attained prominence in 1774 when Got-
thold Ephraim Lessing, who was at that time the librar-
ian of the Herzog August Bibliothek (HAB), first pub-
lished a notice and extracts from Cod. Guelf. 69 Gu-
dianus latinus in his âVom Alter der Ãlmalerei aus dem
Theophilus Presbyterâ (Braunschweig: in der Buchhand-
lung des FÃ¼rstlichen Waysenhauses). This twelfth cen-
tury MS is today believed to be one of the two earliest
surviving manuscripts of Theophilus. Subsequently four
principal relatively complete copies of the Schedula have
been identified, and extracts are found in dozens of other
MSS.

The extracts published by Lessing were instructions
for painting in oil. Theophilus immediately attracted in-
ternational interest, as the Schedula provided the first-
known concrete and irrefutable evidence for the use of oil
paint, centuries before its supposed invention by the van
Eycks in the early fifteenth century â an attribution de-
rived entirely from âLe Vite deâ piÃ¹ eccellenti architetti,

pittori, et scultori Italianiâ published by the Italian histo-
rian of art Vasari in 1550, over a hundred years after the
death of van Eyck, which had long been taken as gospel
(and which indeed retains some currency today).

Despite extensive debate since 1774, considerable un-
certainty remains as to the authorship and date of compo-
sition of the original Schedula. Based on internal textual
evidence, various dates have been suggested, ranging
from Lessingsâs ninth century to Eastlakeâs thirteenth
century. The parts of the Schedula that have most been
used by scholars to attempt a closer dating are the pro-
logues to each book. These have been taken to be re-
sponses to certain theological disputes on the role of dec-
orative arts in the Church, including Bernard of Clair-
vaux, Petrus Alphonsus, Hugh of St Victor, and Rupert of
Deutz, and thus datable to c.1110âc.1140. However, with
attempts to date the text based on observed parallels be-
tween surviving artefacts and the technical processes de-
scribed within, the date range widens remarkably: paral-
lels have been suggested for preâ1100 book illumination,
for twelfth century painting, and for metalwork from the
tenth to thirteenth century at least.

Concerning authorship, based on the pseudonym
âTheophilusâ, the ascription âpresbyterâ, and the identi-
fication âqui est Rugerusâ (added in a later hand to Wien
ÃNB Cod. 2527), taken together with the regions from
which the major MSS originate, and regional peculiari-
ties of the craft practices described, a range of attribu-
tions have been made to named individuals or to classes
of individuals, including Roger of Helmarshausen c.1100,
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Bruno of St Pantaleon in KÃ¶ln, the twelfth centurymed-
ical compiler Northungus, or (as suggested at the HAB
meeting) Bernward of Hildesheim c.1000. âTheophilusâ
may have been working or travelling in northern and
central Europe, perhaps around Braunschweig, or Re-
ichenau, or the Upper Rhine, or specifically in KÃ¶ln, but
anyway most likely in Germany â in which case perhaps
we should start to call him âGottliebâ!

While Theophilus may indeed have been a âmonk
and priestâ, it is unclear whether he was also a practic-
ing craftsman. It has not even been possible to agree on
why the text was written: whether the author was princi-
pally concerned to transmit or promote certain standards
and techniques in craft, or whether he was primarily con-
cerned to contribute to the theological debate on the artes
mechanicae and Church ornament. These questions are
confused by the variation in its subsequent reception and
use, which were clearly in some cases scholarly and in
other cases practical.

The past two centuries have produced an ever-
increasing volume of published art-historical, art-
technological, and conservation-restoration scholarship
that is based wholly or in part on Theophilus. It has be-
come impossible to refer to Romanesque art, or indeed
any mediaeval European painting, glass or metalwork,
without reference to the Schedula. This means that the
lack of agreement on such basic questions as where and
when it was composed should be a matter of immediate
concern.

Themeeting
It was decided that an attempt should be made to as-

sess and review this vast mass of contradictory litera-
ture, and to attempt to synthesise an agreement on at
least a common acceptable range of possible dates and
geographical regions. The HAB generously offered to
host a meeting in which it was hoped such a consensus
could be reached. This meeting was arranged in collabo-
ration with the International Council of Museums Con-
servation Committee working group on Art Technolog-
ical Source Research (ICOMâCC ATSR), and took place
at the HAB on 14â15 January 2010. On both days the
two HAB Theophilus MSS (Cod. Guelf. 69 Gud. lat. and
Cod. Guelf. 1127. Helmst.) were made available for in-
spection, as were other MSS containing art-technological
ârecipesâ or of art-technological interest such as a tenth
century interpolated Vitruvian epitome (Cod. Guelf. 132
Gud. lat.) along with a number of early and important
publications concerning the Schedula. Christian Heitz-
mann also presented the âWolfenbÃ¼ttler Musterbuchâ

(Cod. Guelf. 61.2 Aug. 4Â°), which, like the approxi-
mately contemporary Schedula, was an important vector
of Byzantine artistic ideas north to Braunschweig and
beyond. In a similar context, the WolfenbÃ¼ttel State
Archive kindly facilitated a viewing of the marriage con-
tract of the Byzantine princessTheophanou, whomarried
the German Emperor Otto II in 972.

As a stimulus to the main business of the meeting, viz
discussion, the participants briefly presented their recent
work on issues of authorship and date, on Theophilusâ
idiosyncratic technical vocabulary, on the treatiseâs re-
ception and use, on technical and archaeological paral-
lels with the treatise, and on historical bibliography of
the MSS.

The meeting was primarily an expert meeting of
an inter-disciplinary group of scholars working in
conservation-restoration, art history, codicology, ar-
chaeology, and the history of technology, who have
thought deeply about Theophilusâ treatise per se, from
different points of view.

CommuniquÃ© of conclusions
The primary aim of the meeting was to attempt to

reach a consensus on fundamental questions of author-
ship, date and purpose.

The sessions were chaired by Mark Clarke, who in
his opening statement suggested that the contradictory
evidence (and consequent divergent conclusions and in-
terpretations) are best explained by understanding that
the Schedula is a composite text, rather than a coherent
text by a single author. If different parts were composed
by different individuals with different objectives, writing
in different locations and environments, and at different
dates, then it follows that different parts reflect different
practices, and that in consequence arguments over the
date as indicated by one part of the treatise (for exam-
ple references to datable theological debates in the pro-
logues) need not be contradicted by arguments based on
evidence from other chapters (for example datable tech-
nical parallels). It was gratifying to find that all partici-
pants were able to agree with this conclusion.

An argument that was felt to be particularly proba-
ble was that âTheophilusâ was the compiler who brought
together texts, which already existed in some form, (per-
haps Books I and II), edited them and added the prologues
(in this model Book III would be a later addition). This
most probably occurred c.1100, most probably in Ger-
many, most probably by a supervisor of works.
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One consequence of this new paradigm is that from
now on it would be preferable to talk not of an individ-
ual author, âTheophilusâ, but rather of a composite text,
the âSchedulaâ. Another crucial consequence is that it
is no longer possible to talk of âincompleteâ or âcom-
pleteâ MSS of the Schedula: rather, it should now be
the task of scholars to establish which parts formed the
Schedula as it was originally composed and compiled by
âTheophilusâ, and which parts pre-existed (and in what
form, e.g. perhaps in Byzantine Greek), and which parts
were added later (and ideally determine when and where
they were added). Early editors (Escalopier 1843, Ilg
1874, Hendrie 1847) included chapters now not consid-
ered canonical. Subsequent editors, however, have ac-
cepted such chapters as those on pearls, organs and bells
in Book III. Participants in WolfenbÃ¼ttel however, were
able to suggest various sections of the Schedula that their
own researches indicate to be anachronistic or otherwise
intrusive and inconsistent when compared with the bulk
of the text, such as bell casting (Neri, Dines), organs
(Dines), certain of the instructions for casting censers
(Westermann-Angerhausen), and probably ink and tin-
kering (Clarke). Indeed, analysis of language suggests
that thewhole of Book III may perhaps be separated. Fur-
thermore certain variant fragments of the Schedula found
in other MSSmay now be reconsidered as not necessarily
corrupt, but as possibly representing stages in the accu-
mulation of components.

It has long been assumed that the intention and use
of the Schedula was practical. An alternative school of
thought is that it was polemic: i.e. that it was theologi-
cal, justifying the use of craft and luxurious objects; per-
haps to be used to the âcorporate identityâ of a specific
brand of monasticism and promote the use of sumptu-
ary arts to the wilds east of the territory of the German
Emperors, or the barbarous French or English. More re-
cently it has been realised that the intent could have been
both, i.e. polyvalent, both practical and spiritual, like so
much in the mediaeval world. (For example, the instruc-
tions for casting censers are both technical instructions
and a theological vindication of the artes in the service
of the church.) It has been noted that Theophilus seems
to have enjoyed a âgeneralâ readership, i.e. readers that
were not craftsmen, but who were interested in the nat-
ural world. This is certainly so, but it is not the whole
story. Whatever was the original intention of the author
âTheophilusâ, at least some of the subsequentTheophilus
MSS were clearly intended for practical use by craftsmen.

The participants were in agreement that in general,
while parts of the Schedula provide excellent technical
descriptions (notably for metalwork), others are inade-
quate (notably painting): the consensus is that the core or
Ur-Schedula was most likely intended not for craftsmen
but for overseers of craftsmen, or perhaps for patrons.

It is the expressed wish of the participants that this
new paradigm and new consensus will become the basis
for all future research either on Theophilus per se, or any
art historical or archaeological research that uses or even
depends on Theophilus.

All the participants were also unanimous in thanking
the HAB for its generosity and hospitality and for mak-
ing this most productive milestone of a meeting possible.
The Schedula and issues arising will be discussed further
at a forthcoming conference: ’The Schedula diversarum
artium: A compendium of Medieval Art?’, an interna-
tional conference co-organised by the Thomas-Institute
(University of Cologne) and the Museum SchnÃ¼tgen
(City of Cologne), 9-11 September 2010, at the Museum
SchnÃ¼tgen (contact: andreas.speer@uni-koeln.de).

Conference overview:

Germany: Christian Heitzmann, Almuth Corbach
and Patrizia Carmassi (HAB), Robert Fuchs and Doris
Oltrogge (Fachhochschule, KÃ¶ln), Andreas Speer
and Ilya Dines (Thomas-Institut, UniversitÃ¤t KÃ¶ln),
Hiltrud Westermann-Angerhausen (SchnÃ¼tgen Mu-
seum, KÃ¶ln)

England: Jo Kirby (National Gallery, London)

Italy and France: Elisabetta Neri (private scholar)

Netherlands and Belgium: Mark Clarke (Universiteit
van Amsterdam)

Netherlands: Ad Stijnman (private scholar), Arie
Wallert (Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam)

Spain: Stefanos Kroustallis (Spanish Ministry of
Culture, Madrid), Jordi Camps i SÃ²ria and Manuel
A. CastiÃ±eiras GonzÃ¡lez (Museu Nacional dâArt de
Catalunya, Barcelona)

Regrets were received from Anna Bartl, Christoph
Krekel, Manfred Lautenschlager, Jilleen Nadolny, and
Claudio Seccaroni.

Bertram Lesser (HAB): Observations on indications
of a further âmissingâ HAB Theophilus MS.
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If there is additional discussion of this review, you may access it through the network, at:

http://hsozkult.geschichte.hu-berlin.de/
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