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Ulrich von Pottenstein, Das Buch der
natiirlichen Weisheit, the German
translation of the Speculum sapientiae,
attributed to Bongiovanni da Messina.
Illustrated manuscript on paper, written by

Johannes Mér of Constance and dated 1453.

The Ashburnham copy.

Fables are a literary genre of satires that
feature humans, animals, legendary creatures,
plants, objects, or forces of nature. All have
human qualities, such as the ability to speak.

[llustrated Volksbiicher on paper were so
popular that only a few copies survived the
passage of times. Nowadays, these
manuscripts are rare and precious.

This, so-called Ashburnham copy is named
after Bertram, 4™ Earl of Ashburnham (1797-
1878), who acquired the book in 1849. It is

the only known illustrated copy in private

hands.
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Ulrich von Pottenstein, Das Buch der
natiirlichen Weisheit, .... Illustrated

manuscript on paper, written by Johannes
Mor of Constance and dated 1453.

The scribe signed and dated his work in the
colophon on f. 88v: “Et sic est finis pler] mano
Johannis Mor de Costancia Anno 1453.”

Moér, presumably, named himself ‘of
Constance’ as he, at that time, no longer
lived there. We know of no other

manuscripts signed by him. The dialect of
the text is Bavarian with a touch of
Alemannic.



Ulrich von Pottenstein, Das Buch der
natiirlichen Weisheit, in German
translation ..... Illustrated manuscript on
paper, written by Johannes Mor of
Constance and dated 1453.

The 84 animated scenes highlight as many
stories. Drawn in bold outlines and coloured
in wash, the artist added great character to
his creatures.

Interestingly, some rubric headings for the
fables function as instruction to the
illustrator.
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Humans and animals are drawn with equally energetic gestures and lively expression. Some figures
overlap the frames, and others are kept partly out of the picture, which increased liveliness and
movement.
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Originally created in manuscript form
and printed only later, Volksbiicher like
the book at hand, may not often have
been available to the rural population,
yet these texts played a vital role among
townspeople, for instance via the
Meistersinger schools.

Festivals with open singing and storytelling on urban podia as
well as individual performances on markets continued the
influence of oral traditions of these stories.

Large audiences were familiar with the stories of both classical
and medieval European literature. In the abundant Volksbiicher
‘folk books’ with popular witty satires in fables, illustrations
gave audaciousness to the weak confronting the strong.



Speculum sapientiae, in German: Das
buch der Naturlichen weifSheit. Translated
by Ulrich von Pottenstein. - LehAre und
Unterweisung, wie ein Mensch sich halten
soll. Augsburg: Anton Sorg, 25 May 1490.

1st edition in German.

This is the only illustrated 15%-century,
printed edition of the Pottenstein version
in German. There are 68 woodcuts with
careful contemporary colouring.

The opening full-page woodcut shows eight
scholars representing cardinal virtues and
vices, each identified by a banderole in his

hand.
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Similar to our manuscript, the stories in the printed edition are illustrated, but in this case with
inventive woodcuts. Here we see ‘a mouse walked through a cellar... where a snail was sitting’ and ‘a
whale raised his head above seawater...”. These stories derived from the bestiary tradition, from books

as the Physiologus as well as from ancient fables.
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Ain walfisch erhiib sich iber die wasser des mérs alsob er ein veste
porten ware unde da.... ‘a whale raised his head above
seawater as if he was a steady port... when a fisherman
arrived’.

The story of the boatman and the whale in Book I,
chapter 8, tells the adventure of a sailor, who in great
distress seeks safety at an island. From the first sentence
the reader already understands that the island is in fact a
whale. When the man lights fire, the animal moves. The
sailor flees back to the boat and rebukes the whale
because he had granted him only deceptive security. The
whale explains that things on earth are by their very
nature not what they appear to be, and that man must
seek a real safe haven.

The author/translator Ulrich von Pottenstein gives the
animal the opportunity to point out the deceitful wisdom,
hypocrisy, and insincerity of scholars, clerics, and judges.
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A hungry fox wandered and ran back and forth,
tortured by great hunger...

The acting beasts are introduced using direct
speech, and are often engaged in long and
learned moral discussions.

These books were therefore also a source of
information for preachers. The stories would
help them to illustrate their sermons with
‘exempla’ from the world of animals and natural
phenomena.
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The engaging woodcuts are designed by
anonymous artists likely working in
Augsburg.

On page xxvi (26), Chapter xxiii (24),
the fox goes on a pilgrimage to Rome.
Various animals offer their company
but he rejects them because of their
vices...

Mit einem auszerwolten gesellen soltu
handlen oder geen....

You should do things with a select
company or none
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Ein Aff sah wie ein Schiffman gar
schndll an dem Masspaum in dye
héhe staig.... A monkey saw how a
sailor climbed the mast very
quickly....

Ulrich von Pottenstein (1360-
1420), who translated these fables
into German, was for years priest
at Pottenstein, not far from
Vienna.

Since c. 1390 he was a canon of
St. Stephen’s Cathedral in

Vienna, where he also became
chaplain to the court of Albrecht
IV of Habsburg, duke of Austria
(d. 1404).
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This edition is very rare. The
internationl Incunabula Shorttitle
Catalogue (ISTC) records only
twenty copies extant (five of
which are imperfect; plus one
missing).

Between 1975-2015 no sales had

been recorded...
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Johannes de Capua, Directorium humanae vitae,
in German: Buch der Weisheit der alten Weisen.
Translated by Anton von Pforr. Published in
Urach by Konrad Fyner, c. 1480/1481 - 1st
edition. - With 125 woodcut illustrations.

In the original binding by Johannes Zoll of
Tubingen.

John of Capua’s Latin translation of the so-
called ‘Fables of Bidpai’, Directorium humanae
vitae, is an intriguing piece of world literature.
Ultimately traced to Buddhistic teachings,
these fables are said to have their origins in a
famous collection of Hindu tales, the
Pancatantra (c. 3rd century BC), a treatise on
political and human conduct.
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2er Rimans fin3 feiindes vnd frage vas in 3i finem langen us
[ geurfachet bete Der fage fm von anfang was ex von v
tulen vnd mus geleben vnd wic cr fy 34 gelellen erworbon viid
a1 das ene kummen uter vedt hett/
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wnd griife die fragente / was [y dife ftatt 3‘1{34).
en kewegt bett IDar3ii vede ter rapp vNd fpracl

h'ﬁs';;e" l’cbllt;.tabb;zt ‘do nam};‘i ﬁclz wunte
@mn ter boben vernunffe ter muse / vnd gieng 3t
3 ter mus Mab dich das fragen ter fenlckedven ni

et fele beil over verdampnub Pnnd finem ckon menfchen giites
: glinenb::lb arge m;:if\eﬂ onnd da (¥ dife giite wot Won tem
wchter bozten/ dabetten (¥ gloutenan jnonnd giengen 3i jim
i1 feim gemach Jren entfcheid vonn i 33 nemen da faflet ev (3
teyd vnnd frab (v 2

LMo berz ter kg IDu baft ob huntert wy'vr vnd

mit kemer vnter &rnen wilt du frslich (i vii kegers

eft deren die du ric finten magft Fnd do dis B king

) bozt. Do geloubt er d; billero die kitngm getodt ket

- oi [pzach 31k billero durch em verfchulzigung dureh
dieichvich Lieh die kungm tddte n vas baft bu gethon xnd balf

Between 1263 and 1278, John of
Capua, a man of Jewish origin,
translated the Hebrew version of
Rabbi Jo€l into Latin as
Directorium vitae humanae.
Subsequently, the ‘Bidpai’ tales
were translated into nearly every
Western language.

The edition at hand is the very
first printed edition of the Fables
of Bidpai.

In fact, seven German editions
appeared before the first Latin
edition was printed (c. 1489).



ym die barpffen vii batt m daruff 311 bacpffen Mer bollierer fpile
den ganese tag voz tem Rouffmarivf der barpffen mit finem ge
fang/vond 0o es aubent vward 0o biefch ter maifter finen lon, et
kouffman [pzach was bafe dpu dann gearteit darumb ich dir
Ton geke fole sErantwure ich babnach dmem gebaib gethon vii
tub? folich voechfel wozt bis § tag gant3 bimweg kam / vii miife
tem maifter finen lon'gete vigetozt Ainer ftaim vnd wngelolliere
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Nothing is known of the supposed
author Bidpai beyond his name. In
the 6th century, a physician at the
Sassanian court of the king of Persia,
translated the old fables from
Sanskrit into Pahlavi (Middle

Persian).

Two centuries later they were
translated into Arabic by Abdullah
Ibn al-Mugqaffa. His version, known
as the Book of Kalilah and Dimna,
from the two jackals of the first
story, became the channel for the
introduction of the fables into

Europe.



®n babich div vis fabel gefagt das du verftantefd
Das 311 tem dickern mal vil menfchen i iren eignen
g trignuflen'verliftiget werten/ Marumb g ich dic
4 dymmna die bofen ficten l0du an dich genumen haf@
. ) mogen wngeftrafft nit telyben vnd du magfe hart
engon Tann das bliit fenefpa das durch din anfchleg on fchulop
vergoffen if tiivet mit ke dich rach 3i ehryen vnd du reeft
mit swoeyen 3ungen vnd traglt 3wo geftalt m dmem antlite
Tem l6voen ift ouch gants kem fehuld 311 geten gegen Senefpa
allein dint zungen die (v beid gegen emander verwirt hat van
es blibe kum jeriras m ter welt man mdg m mit lchmeichenvev
sungen bereten vil triegen,daii ter menlchen bert3® mégen fich
nit allweg voz tetriignub ufffdesiger vii geliimbter wozt tewa
ren TDann fy werden gezogen mit tem feil ey fallchen furgebiig
sBlych de wyb das iven man betrog mitiven geftifften wozten
oymna fpaach woie was das antwurt kellila ] &8 bet ein man
gar em fchon voib die w3 em biilerin/uff em cag als iv ma fiech 4
et fprach er 31i it 03 [y gieng 31 ¥ appoteck vii jm kouffe 31 not
turffe (e gefundtbeit nach rat s appoteckers d3 wib gieng
31 D¢ appotecker vii ter w3 iv bitl d3 ev iv geb 31 avt3ny fre man

x

G757 And doterjdger kam Tofand er d3net;3 sernags
: r;‘/ § en,oes erfchzack ex ond fach vmb ﬁcl)?vnb ;fasnb noch
(oY (i fach miemans.dann die fchilthrdd ten nam er vnnd
\ A band ten bart 311 amen das es ter vapp vnnd mus
faben /onnd wourten s fer leydig vnnd fPach die

mus 31 tem ra;goen Feb fich mt annzers dann wann wic tem
netjengangen So vallen wir in die griib vnnd fedtes von eim

The ISTC records only twelve
copies of this edition worldwide
(one of which is a fragment). We
can trace no other copy on the
market in the last four decades

(ABPC 1975- 2016).



Im dauon wie kofelich 03 (¥ tit mer analler fruche dany arke
tes lefens MHlich wie dE ter da eimen gto(feurf:balt)s fanb/’c:t!;::
dacht jm felbs folich v3 difem fchaezall tag em teilbeim tragen
vas wive mivterlaftig vii das titeng 31 bwaten fo:gam, ond
jfe miv nicht teffevs dadi knecht 3ii dge die mir ten ems tags
jn min bup tragen Pii gab tenen gen fechats allen ten ex mit avy
teit upgriib uff jren rucken die triigen ten yeglicher beim m fin
bub vnd do exten allerubgrate het o gieng er ouch beimm
[t bub [in@ fchats friver 311 tevoaren wii fand tes gant3 micht/ vii
tekant das veglicher das in i elbs hub getragen hett vii alfo
ward fm nicht von de gefunven fchat3 / paii allem (m arteit tes
gratens JDann ex bat (in werck mie fivfichtiglich ketracht wnd
Rund it kehalten das er funven bett /
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Tnem yeten voylen man gebrivt weii et dis biich le 4

fen will/ daser i finem gemnit ketracht vnd merck

das dis bilch 3w0 verftendenub bat die em offen 7

bardie anter verbozgen vnd glycht eine nub dieife

V31 micht (¥ werd dail uff gebiochen vii 03 jnner vers

Eozgen teil ¥iicht / daii welicher lifet d3 er 31 reche it verfeon
kan / tem gelchiche als emem der wolt gevn gelernt baben ges
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Johannes de Capua, Directorium humanae vitae, in
German: Buch der Weisheit der alten Weisen.
Translated by Anton von Pforr. Published in
Urach by Konrad Fyner, c. 1480/1481 - 1st
edition. - With 125 woodcut illustrations.

In the original binding by Johannes Zoll of
Tiibingen.

Our book comes from the library of Wolfgang,
count of Fiirstenberg (1465-1509, contemporary
inscription), at Donaueschingen.

His collection of books formed the central core
of the renowned Donaueschingen court library.
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