


Introduction

The goal of this project is to deconstruct the natural world at the time the manuscript Ms.

Fr. 640 was written in 1580s Toulouse, drawing upon ecological references used in the

manuscript, along with evolutionary lineages, botanical drawings, historical climate knowledge,

and modern day images. This document is meant to act as a visual and informational supplement

to the manuscript, intended both for those who want to learn more and contribute to the

ecological understanding surrounding the creation of the manuscript. It serves as a living

document that can grow if others choose to contribute scientific studies, field work, or add on

additional species to the catalog. Hopefully this document will bring the natural world at the time

to life, particularly for those who want a more vibrant image of the world in which Ms. Fr. 640

was written.

Around the time that the manuscript was written, the first herbals started to appear. These

were treatises on medicinal plants intended primarily for doctors, which included drawings by

artists of plants observed from real specimens.1 The drawings had to be life-like enough so that

the reader could identify the plants in the field and know which ones to use for medicinal

purposes. At a time when the discipline of natural science was beginning to surface, drawing

from nature itself and ecological accuracy became more important.2 This, along with the

emphasis on a more visual language, are core elements of what this addition to the manuscript

hopes to encapsulate.

2 Olariu, Dominic. 2015. “The Misfortune of Philippus de Lignamine’s Herbal or New Research
Perspectives in Herbal Illustrations From an Iconological Point of View.” Max Planck Institute
for the History of Science, 1. https://www.mpiwg-berlin.mpg.de/sites/default/files/P469_4.pdf.

1 Elliott, Brent. 2011. The World of the Renaissance Herbal. no. 1 ed. N.p.: Renaissance Studies.
https://www.jstor.org/stable/24420235?seq=1#metadata_info_tab_contents.



Methods

This document is put together with the intention that it will become a multimedia

exploration of different types of research regarding the natural world at the time. In a similar

style to the book The Natural History of Pompeii by Wilhelmina Feemster Jashemski, it contains

sections with different types of articles, that can could include but are not limited to: a species

catalog, documentation of research done in the field, historical environmental essay, or scientific

journal. The content being studied can range from ecological to climatological research. These

articles can and should be written by different scholars in the field or exploring the field, in an

effort to bring together different types of knowledge on this subject.

The two types of articles included here are a species catalog and an overview of the

climate at the time. For the climate study, I have pulled from my knowledge of changes in global

climate across time and found a particular phenomenon that occurred at the time, researching

more in depth the impact that might have had on early modern Europe. For the species catalog, I

chose to do a more in depth analysis of just a few species to start--bringing them to life visually

and placing them in an ecological and social context. I have identified a set of species that appear

in the manuscript, including wormwood, sumac, horsetail, and the chaffinch bird. These species

were chosen as a starting point based on the amount of research available and their significance

at the time. For each of these species, I researched the basic lineage, modern-day appearance,

including evolutionary changes if found, as well as connected ecological features to particular

folios in the manuscript.



Climate at the time of Ms. Fr. 640

To begin to examine the natural history at the time of Ms. Fr. 640, it’s important to first

look at the climate at the time. The climate was distinct during this time because it was within a

period known as “The Little Ice Age” (see fig. 1), which lasted approximately between the 1300s

and 1850.3 This period wasn’t as extreme as a normal ice age, which occurred cyclically every

100,000 years, but it was a period characterized by generally colder conditions.4

Figure 1. 2000+ year graph of global temperature including "Medieval Warm Period" and "Little

Ice Age", derived from graphic by Ed Hawkins.5

Scientists suspect the Little Ice Age was caused by some combination of increased

sunspots leading to less solar radiation and volcanism, which has a cooling effect as particles

5 Ed Hawkins, Global Average Temperature Change, graph, Wikipedia,
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:2000%2B_year_global_temperature_including_Medie
val_Warm_Period_and_Little_Ice_Age_-_Ed_Hawkins.svg.

4 “How did climate change influence Medieval and Early Modern Europe.” n.d.
DailyHistory.org. Accessed December 23, 2021.
https://dailyhistory.org/How_did_climate_change_influence_Medieval_and_Early_Modern_Eur
ope.

3 Oosthoek, Jan. 2015. “Little Ice Age |.” Environmental History Resources.
https://www.eh-resources.org/little-ice-age/.



emitted reflect radiation.6 This led to a generally cold climate with very cold winters and cool

and wet summers. Although the manuscript was written during this period, the 1500s

experienced a slight warming relative to the rest of the Little Ice Age, so it’s hard to know just

how extreme early modern Europe climate was at that time7. But judging from history accounts

at the time, the colder climate led to numerous issues as societies and the environment had to

quickly adapt--social class conflict and unrest ensued, crops failed and growing seasons were cut

short.8 Although the author-practitioner doesn’t provide much about the climate or local weather

within the pages of Ms. Fr. 640, it undoubtedly would have affected the many plant and animal

species he draws reference to and collects for this work. How these plants and animals were

affected by the climate at the time would require further research, and hopefully we can begin to

build a better understanding of the natural history within the context of the unique climate at the

time.

When looking back throughout the history of the climate, patterns in warming and

cooling have always existed, however never so drastically at the level we are seeing today, as

shown by the powerful graphic created by Ed Hawkins (see fig. 2). Many of the species that are

referenced in the manuscript are ones that we see today and many don’t look particularly

different in 2022 compared to 1580. However, ecological life is changing and will continue to

change drastically--which will affect the evolution, mere existence, and role of ecological life in

our present-day society. This means that when doing a study like this in the future, we may not

8 “How did climate change influence Medieval and Early Modern Europe.” n.d.
DailyHistory.org. Accessed December 23, 2021.
https://dailyhistory.org/How_did_climate_change_influence_Medieval_and_Early_Modern_Eur
ope.

7 Oosthoek, Jan. 2015. “Little Ice Age |.” Environmental History Resources.
https://www.eh-resources.org/little-ice-age/.

6 Barbuzano, J. 2019. “The Little Ice Age Wasn't Global, but Current Climate Change Is.”
Eos.org. https://eos.org/articles/the-little-ice-age-wasnt-global-but-current-climate-change-is.



be able to base as much of our knowledge of the natural world off of species we see physically

around us. And so reconstructing visual and descriptive representations of our historical natural

world becomes ever more important in a time like today.

Figure 2. Temperature anomalies in the last 2,019 years. Using data from PAGES2k and

HadCRUT4.6, derived by Ed Hawkins.9

9 Ed Hawkins, Temperature Anomalies, visualization, Webpage, March, 2021,
https://www.historicalclimatology.com/features/category/little-ice-age
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