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Abstract 
A hitherto neglected manuscript preserved in the Biblioteca del Museo Camillo 
Leone (Vercelli) contains William of Moerbeke’s translations of De animalibus, 
i.e., the Latin collection of Aristotle’s Historia animalium, De partibus ani-
malium and De generatione animalium. Two colophons deserve particular at-
tention. The first records the completion of the Historia animalium on 21 No-
vember 1260, a date previously unknown; the second confirms the already at-
tested completion date of De partibus animalium (23 December 1260). This 
discovery prompted a closer examination of the manuscript, focusing on the 
text of the Historia animalium. The results suggest not only that the newly at-
tested date deserves to be taken into account in reconstructing the chronology 
of Moerbeke’s translation, but also that the manuscript preserves an exception-
ally valuable textual witness for the final chapters of Book X. The manuscript 
thus provides new evidence both for the chronology of Moerbeke’s translation 
and for the textual reconstruction of its concluding section.  
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Introduction 
 

MS Vercelli, Biblioteca del Museo Camillo Leone, F5 (henceforth: Vc), pre-
serving William of Moerbeke’s (d. before 26 October 1286) translations of 
Aristotle’s Historia animalium, De partibus animalium, and De generatione 
animalium, has never been examined as a textual witness to these transla-
tions. The present article offers the first study that considers together the 
textual evidence preserved by the manuscript and the two dated colophons 
accompanying the translations.1  

On f. 121rb there is a colophon to the text of De partibus animalium that 
mentions 23 December 1260 as the date of completion of the translation, to-
gether with the geographical indication “Thebis”, two elements previously 
known only from one witness of the translation: MS Firenze, Biblioteca Medi-
cea Laurenziana, Leopold. Med. Fesul. 168.2 Even more remarkable is that, on 
f. 89ra, the colophon to the translation of the Historia animalium dates the 
completion of the work to 21 November 1260.3 Since this colophon, and the 
date reported in it, are absent in all other known witnesses of the translation, we 
were prompted to examine the codex – and, in particular, the part of it contain-
ing the translation of the Historia animalium.  

 
1 The colophons have been recently signaled the one by Gavinelli (2007) pp. 609-10, the 
other by Rossi (2025) p. 57. Nonetheless, their relevance for reconstructing the chronology 
of Moerbeke’s translations has not yet been recognized. We are grateful to Riccardo Rossi 
(Museo Leone, Vercelli) and Elvira Di Marino (Università del Piemonte Orientale) for 
bringing this manuscript to our attention and inviting us to explore its significance. 
2 Vc, f. 121rb: “Explicit completa anno domini MCCLX decimo kalendas ianuarii. Thebis”. 
Compare the colophon to the translation in MS Firenze, Biblioteca Medicea Laurenziana, 
Leopold. Med. Fesul. 168, f. 65v: “Explicit completa anno Domini 1260 X° kalendas Janua-
rii Thebis. De Partibus Animalium liber explicit” (quoted from Rossi 1989, pp. 222-3; on 
the interpretation of this colophon, see ibid., p. 223 n. 8; Bossier 1989, p. 289 n. 29, and 
Vanhamel 1989, pp. 332-3). The same date is also mentioned in the colophon to Moer-
beke’s translation of De generatione animalium in MS Cesena, Biblioteca Malatestiana, 
Plut. S.VII.3, f. 166v: “Explicit liber de animalibus Aristotelis, cuius greca [?] translacio 
completa est anno gracie 1260. decima kalendas. januarij. tebis” (quoted from Drossaart 
Lulofs 1966, p. XXII). However, given that, as remarked by Drossaart Lulofs, only the words 
“Explicit liber de animalibus” have been written by the copyist, this colophon has been dis-
regarded in the debate concerning the dating of Moerbeke’s translations of Aristotle’s zoo-
logical treatises. Cf. ibid., pp. XXII-XXIII. 
3 Vc, f. 89ra: “Explicit completa anno domini MCCLX XI kalendas decembris”. 
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Our examination suggests that the importance of the manuscript is not 
confined to the dating of Moerbeke’s translation. As we shall point out, the 
manuscript is likely to preserve the best available text for the treatise De ste-
rilitate, i.e., Historia animalium, Book X, 5-7. 

The article is structured as follows. In the following section, we briefly 
present some codicological and paleographical features of Vc. Next, we re-
view the conclusions reached by the editors of Moerbeke’s translation of the 
Historia animalium concerning the manuscript tradition of the work, and 
we discuss some aspects of the relationship of Vc to this tradition. These as-
pects show that Vc holds particular value for the reconstruction of the trans-
mission of Moerbeke’s translation. Afterwards, we present a selection of the 
textual evidence we have gathered so far to support this conclusion. Then, 
based on these considerations, we conclude by discussing the potential im-
plications of the discovery of Vc both for the dating of Moerbeke’s transla-
tion of the Historia animalium and for the constitution of the text itself.  

 
1. The Manuscript 

 
Vc is a parchment manuscript (mm 243x170) with an early 20th-century 
binding containing 162 folios, presumably dating to the very late 13th cen-
tury or to the 14th century, written in two columns in littera textualis by 
what appears to be a single hand. The manuscript contains William of 
Moerbeke’s translation of the three main Aristotelian zoological treatises, 
which circulated in the Middle Ages under the title De animalibus:4 Histo-
ria animalium (ff. 3ra-89ra), De partibus animalium (ff. 89rb-121rb), and 
De generatione animalium (ff. 121va-161rb), interspersed with mostly lim-
ited marginal and interlinear glosses, some of them by the same hand that 
copied the text and in the same ink.5  

 
4 Note that the title “De animalibus” is used explicitly in the manuscript, on f. 3r (“Liber I 
de animalibus Aristotelis”), and that the books of the three zoological treatises are num-
bered continuously. At the same time, the title “de ystoriis” has been written in the upper 
right corner of the recto of each folio, from f. 6r to f. 88r. 
5 For more codicological and paleographical information, see the full catalogue record of the 
manuscript by Rossi (2022) available at the following link: https://ma-
nus.iccu.sbn.it/cnmd/0000311376. However, note that, in the record, the two chronolog-

https://manus.iccu.sbn.it/cnmd/0000311376
https://manus.iccu.sbn.it/cnmd/0000311376


Aristotelica 9 (2026) 
 

 104 

2. The Tradition of Moerbeke’s Translation of the Historia animalium and 
Some Remarks on Vc’s Relationship to It 

 
For the purposes of this article, we have focused only on the text of the Histo-
ria animalium contained in ff. 3ra-89ra of the manuscript, leaving aside the 
folios containing De partibus animalium and De generatione animalium.  

Regarding the text in Vc, it is necessary, first of all, to consider the con-
clusions reached by the editors of Moerbeke’s translation of the Historia an-
imalium for the Aristoteles Latinus, Pieter Beullens and Fernand Bossier, 
concerning the manuscript tradition of the treatise.6  

In addition to Vc, there are 38 known witnesses of Moerbeke’s transla-
tion of the Historia animalium, to which should be added five more contain-
ing fragments of the text. According to the editors, the manuscript tradition 
of Moerbeke’s translation is divided into two branches. One branch consists 
solely of MS Toledo, Archivo y Biblioteca Capitulares, 47.10 (henceforth: 
Tz, following the sigla adopted by the editors),7 whereas all the other 37 wit-
nesses considered by the editors make up the second branch. Both branches 
appear to stem from an archetype that was not William of Moerbeke’s auto-
graph: Tz directly from the archetype and the other witnesses through the me-
diation of a sub-archetype that the editors call ‘a’ (henceforth, in what follows 
we refer to this branch of the tradition as the ‘a-tradition’). While the trans-
mission of the translation of Book X of the Historia animalium has some pe-
culiarities that distinguish it from the transmission of the translation of the 
first nine books, it is safe to say that the same considerations apply to the man-
uscript tradition of the translation of Book X as well. 

As the editors clearly demonstrated, on most occasions Tz contains a text 
that is superior to that of the other branch of the tradition. Apart from fre-
quently preserving better and more accurate renderings of the Greek, Tz also 

 
ical indications of 21 November 1260 and 23 December 1260 are treated as dates of com-
pletion of the copies themselves, not of the works being copied. The record also includes 
and discusses all the known information concerning the provenance of the manuscript.  
6 Cf. Beullens and Bossier (2000) pp. XXV-LXII, and Beullens and Bossier (2020), pp. XXVI-
XXXIV. See also the important remarks in Rossi (2004) pp. 598-608. 
7 We have not been able to examine the manuscript directly; therefore, all our information 
on the text of the Historia animalium in Tz is taken from Beullens and Bossier (2000) and 
Beullens and Bossier (2020).  
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includes, to a significantly greater extent than the witnesses belonging to the 
other branch of the tradition, several features that appear to derive from the 
autograph. These elements have made Tz the fundamental point of reference 
for the editors in the constitution of the text of Moerbeke’s translation. 

Our examination suggests that Vc does not belong to the a-tradition, 
giving it special relevance as a textual witness of the translation, especially for 
the Historia animalium X, 5-7, which is missing in Tz.8 A selection of the 
evidence we have gathered so far is presented in the next section. A common 
overall feature that Vc shares with Tz deserves particular attention. Like Tz, 
Vc carefully preserves numerous blank spaces corresponding to Greek words 
for which no Latin equivalent was supplied in the translation. These spaces 
are transmitted with remarkable consistency and appear to reflect a charac-
teristic feature of Moerbeke’s working method: he used to leave a blank 
space in the autograph indicating Greek word(s) that he was unsure how to 
translate, writing the corresponding Greek word(s) in the margin.9 By con-
trast, the a-tradition does not transmit these blank spaces.10  

 
3. Textual Evidence 

 
In order to assess the relationship between Vc and the a-tradition, in what 
follows we focus on some of the distinctive readings and additional features 
that have been used to distinguish Tz from the a-tradition in the “Introduc-
tion” to the two volumes of the Aristoteles Latinus edition of Moerbeke’s 
translation of the Historia animalium.11 As we shall show, significantly, in 

 
8 Tz breaks off at 637a18. The last words of the text are: “organis adducunt aut”. 
9 On this feature of Moerbeke’s working method, see now Beullens (2022) pp. 90-2. For the 
case of the Historia animalium, see Beullens and Bossier (2000) p. XII and pp. XXVIII-XXX, 
and Beullens and Bossier (2020) pp. XXX-XXXI. 
10 As the editors remark: “The preservation of the lacunae in Tz thus proves its separate 
position and its high quality” (Beullens and Bossier 2000, p. XXX). And, again, with specific 
reference to the text of Book X: “The blank spaces in Tz where Greek text is clearly missing 
form supplementary evidence for its superior quality. The other manuscripts ignore the la-
cunae, even if the omissions completely distort the text to the point of leaving it incompre-
hensible” (Beullens and Bossier 2020, p. XXX). To the extent that Vc shares this feature of 
Tz, it seems legitimate to apply these considerations to it as well. 
11 Cf. Beullens and Bossier (2000) pp. XXV-XXXI, and Beullens and Bossier (2020) pp. 
XXIX-XXXII. For the Greek text of the Historia animalium, we have used the edition by 
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almost all of the cases we discuss, Vc has the same readings and preserves the 
same additional features as Tz. We focus first on Books I-IX, and then on 
Book X. Of course, the relationship between Vc and the a-tradition (and, a 
fortiori, that between Vc and Tz) requires further investigation.  

 
3.1 Books I-IX 

Regarding the text of Books I-IX of the Historia animalium, the hypothesis that 
Vc does not belong to the a-tradition is supported by the following evidence. 

First and foremost, in a number of cases where Tz has a distinctive reading 
compared to the a-tradition (a reading that is also a more accurate rendering of 
the Greek), Vc has the same reading as Tz. They are the following ones:12 

 
- At 488a34, corresponding to τὰ δ᾽ἄνῳδα, Vc (f. 4rb) has the reading “hec 

autem non cantativa”,13 which is present in Tz and absent in the a-tradition. 
- At 489a7, corresponding to γάρ, Vc (f. 4vb) has “enim”, which is also 

the reading adopted by Tz, whereas the a-tradition has “autem”. 
- At 493b19, corresponding to σχεδόν, Vc (f. 7vb) has the reading “fere”, 

which is also adopted by Tz, whereas the a-tradition has “sunt”. 
- At 494b6, corresponding to κινητικώτερον, Vc (f. 8rb) has the reading 

“mobilior”, which is also adopted by Tz, whereas the a-tradition has “mollior”. 
- At 496a9, corresponding to πᾶσι, Vc (f. 9rb) has the reading “omni-

bus”, which is also adopted by Tz, whereas the a-tradition has “omnium”.  
- At 496b7, corresponding to μόνον, Vc (f. 9va) has the reading “solum”, 

which is also adopted by Tz, whereas the a-tradition has “suum”.  
- At 497b17, corresponding to ἀνοιχθείς, Vc (f. 10rb) has the reading 

“apertus”, which is also adopted by Tz, whereas the a-tradition has “apertius”.  
- At 501b33-502a1, corresponding to ἐξ ἐναντίας, Vc (f. 13ra) has the 

reading “ex opposito”, which is also adopted by Tz, whereas the a-tradition has 
“expositos”. 

 
Balme (2002). Concerning the debate on the authenticity of Book X, as well as for the 
relevant literature, see van der Eijk (1999). 
12 However, note that, as the editors remark, in some of the cases in the list that follows “the 
reading of Tz is also found in one or more of the other manuscripts in the form of a variant 
or a correction, […]” (Beullens and Bossier 2000, p. XXVI n. 55). 
13 The copyist first wrote “cantiativa” and then corrected it to “cantativa”. 
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- At 519b8, corresponding to ἀπίμελον, Vc (f. 23rb) has the reading 
“sine sagimine”, which is also adopted by Tz, whereas the a-tradition has 
“sine sanguine”. 

- At 531a2, corresponding to πάμπαν, Vc (f. 29vb) has the reading 
“omnino”, which is also adopted by Tz, whereas the a-tradition has “omnia”.  

- At 547a5, corresponding to Σίγειον, Vc (f. 38va) has the reading 
“Sigium”, which is also adopted by Tz, whereas the a-tradition has “Signum”. 

 
In other cases where Tz has a reading different from – and superior to – 
that of the a-tradition, the reading of Vc is not the same as that of Tz. Even 
in these cases, however, the reading of Vc does not match the reading in 
the a-tradition. For instance, at 493a28, corresponding to συμφύεται, Tz 
has the reading “connascitur”, whereas the a-tradition has the reading 
“commiscetur”. In this case, Vc has the reading “cognoscitur” (f. 7va). 
Again, at 531a26, corresponding to μικρόν τι, Tz has the reading “modicum 
quid”, whereas the a-tradition has “medium quidem”. In this case, Vc has 
the reading “modicum quidem” (f. 29vb).  

Secondly, Vc also presents, in the margins, some translations of terms that 
were initially only transliterated in the main text. These translations are omit-
ted in the a-tradition, but are present in Tz. Consider the following two cases:  

 
- One particularly significant case occurs at 506a17, where not only the 

translation, but also the transliteration in the main text are missing in the a-
tradition, but are present in Tz. Indeed, Tz has the reading “egocephalus” 
(transliteration of ἀιγοκέφαλος), which is accompanied, in the margin, by the 
suggested translation “quasi caprini capitis”. In the same way, in Vc, on f. 
15va, the text reads “egocefalus” and in the left margin is the suggested trans-
lation “quasi caprini capitis”.  

- At 530a6, corresponding to “in strombis” (transliteration of ἐν τοῖς 
στρόμβοις), Vc has the marginal note “id est in tornatis” (f. 29rb), as does Tz; 
but this note is absent in the a-tradition.  
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Thirdly, Vc contains many explanatory marginal notes concerning the 
meaning of specific terms that, according to the editors, were also likely pre-
sent in the autograph. Some of them – at least the following ones – are pre-
sent in Tz but absent in the a-tradition: 

 
- At 552a15: “agrostea est nympha montana” (Vc, f. 41va). 
- At 553b20: “est pestilentia aeris respectu fructuum” (Vc, f. 42rb). 
 

Fourthly, in a case where, in the a-tradition, “[t]he text has undergone acci-
dental transpositions of one or more words that have altered it signifi-
cantly”,14 Vc has the correct text, in which no transpositions have occurred 
(again, as in Tz). In particular, at 506a19, “emis fryna is omitted from the 
enumeration and displaced after the first occurrence of habent (506a21) in 
all manuscripts except for Tz, thus rendering the text incomprehensible”.15 
Vc, like Tz, has “emis fryna” in its correct place in the enumeration (f. 15vb). 

Fifthly, Vc (again, just like Tz) preserves a more faithful rendering of 
the Greek text in several cases where, in the a-tradition, “some sentences have 
been completed or corrected”:16 

 
- At 496b25, corresponding to ἐν τοῖς ἱερείοις, “in sacris” is changed into 

“in multis sacris” in the a-tradition but not in Tz. Vc, like Tz, has the reading 
“in sacris” (f. 9vb). 

- At 512a17, “the correct singular genitive pedis, which modifies the un-
translated τὸν ταρσόν (blank in Tz, but omitted in the other manuscripts), is 
changed into the plural accusative pedes, probably to match the preceding ad”,17 
in the a-tradition but not in Tz. Vc, like Tz, has the reading “pedis” (f. 19rb). 

- At 544a9, in the a-tradition, unlike Tz, “to the translation albe for 
λεύκης (“white poplar”) that was misunderstood, the explicatory remark vitis 
is added”.18 Vc, like Tz, has the reading “albe”, without vitis (f. 37ra). 

  
 

14 Beullens and Bossier (2000) p. XXX. 
15 Ibid. 
16 Ibid. 
17 Ibid. 
18 Ibid., p. XXXI. 
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Finally, but no less importantly, Vc preserves a significant number of blank 
spaces in the text of the translation. As already mentioned, these blank spaces 
are normally the result of a peculiar feature of Moerbeke’s translation method. 
Tz, unlike the a-tradition, has a significant number of these blank spaces, 
sometimes accompanied by the indication “Gr” (“Grecus”) in the margin re-
ferring to them. Although, in the case of the translation of the Historia ani-
malium, there are a far higher number of such blank spaces in the text of Book 
X, some are also present in the first nine books. Many of these blank spaces are 
also present in Vc.19 Here are a few relevant instances of such blank spaces: 

 
- At 491a2, καὶ γίννῳ καὶ ἴννῳ is left untranslated and, in Tz, these words 

correspond to a blank space in the main text. In this case, the a-tradition has 
an attempted transliteration of the Greek characters that Moerbeke had sup-
posedly written in the margin corresponding to the blank space in the main 
text, resulting in the reading “et rippa et ippa”.20 By contrast, Vc (f. 6ra) has 
a blank space, precisely like Tz. Moreover, as in Tz, in this case, the indica-
tion “Gr” in the margin is absent. 

- At 512a17, τὸν ταρσόν is left untranslated and, in Tz, these words 
correspond to a blank space in the main text, accompanied, in the margin, 
by the indication “Gr”. The same situation is found in Vc (f. 19rb): the 
words, left untranslated, correspond to a blank space accompanied by the 
indication “GR” (in capitals) in the margin. No blank space is present in 
the a-tradition, where, however, as mentioned above, the genitive singular 
pedis that immediately follows the untranslated words has been changed 
into the accusative plural pedes in agreement with the preposition ad that 

 
19 The significantly higher number of Greek terms left untranslated in Book X compared to 
the previous books seems to have been explicitly noted by the copyist of Vc. A note in the 
lower margin of f. 85vb, which refers to the incipit of Book X, and which appears to be not 
only by the same hand that copied the text but also in the same ink, reads as follows: “Iste 
decimus tractatus non est correctus multum habens de greco”. After these words, a different 
hand has added: “tamen sic repertus est in aliis libris”.  
20 The only exception is MS Montpellier, Bibliothèque interuniversitaire, Section Méde-
cine, H 44 (‘Js’ in the apparatus of the edition) where, instead, in the margin, there is the 
variant reading “al(ias) et gino et ynno”, which the editors explain by suggesting that the 
copyist of this manuscript was able to consult an antigraph that preserved features not pre-
sent in the archetype of the tradition of Moerbeke’s translation (identified as ‘x’ in the 
stemma codicum). Cf. Beullens and Bossier (2000) pp. LVII-LXII. 
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immediately precedes the untranslated words. As mentioned, the genitive 
pedis is retained in both Tz and Vc.  

- At 539b22, πυγηδόν is left untranslated and, in Tz, these words corre-
spond to a blank space in the main text, accompanied, in the margin, by the 
indication “Gr”. The same blank space is found in Vc (f. 34va), but “Gr” does 
not appear in the margin. The blank space is absent in the a-tradition. 

- At 550b4, κύτος is left untranslated and, in Tz, the word corresponds 
to a blank space in the main text, whereas the a-tradition has a transliteration 
of the Greek characters, “kyrot”. Vc (f. 40va), like Tz, has a blank space, and, 
again like Tz, “Gr” does not appear in the margin.  

- At 559a9-10, after εἰς τὰ στελέχη, translated as “in stipites”, Tz inserts a 
blank space, which is also found in Vc (f. 44vb), with “GR” in the margin (which, 
in this case, is not found in Tz). The blank space is absent in the a-tradition.  
 
All the blank spaces in the text of the first nine books of the Historia ani-
malium in Vc also appear in Tz. And, based on our first examination, the 
situation seems to be largely similar for Book X as well. 

  
3.2 Book X 

The same situation is confirmed regarding Book X. In 14 out of the 15 cases 
pointed out by the editors where, in the first chapter of the book, Tz has a 
distinctive (and better) reading compared to the a-tradition, Vc has the same 
reading as Tz:21 

 
- At 633b13, corresponding to μέν, Vc, like Tz, has the reading 

“quidem” (f. 85vb), which is omitted in the a-tradition. 
- At 633b24, corresponding to ἀπεργαζομένη, Vc, like Tz, has the read-

ing “operans” (f. 85vb), whereas the a-tradition has “operetur”. 
- At 633b29, corresponding to εἰ φῦμά τι ὄν, Vc, like Tz, has the reading 

“si pustula” (a translation of εἰ φυμάτιον) (f. 85vb), which is omitted by the 
a-tradition. 

 
21 Note, however, that the editors in this case added the caveat that “minor or individual 
variants [within the a-tradition] are not considered” (Beullens and Bossier 2020, p. XXX n. 
44). The only case in which one such variant is mentioned in the apparatus has been pointed 
out below, in n. 23. 
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- At 634a2, corresponding to ἐν ἄλλῳ, Vc, like Tz, has the reading “in 
alio” (f. 85vb), which is omitted by the a-tradition. 

- At 634a10, corresponding to καί, Vc, like Tz, has the reading “et” (f. 
86ra), which is omitted by the a-tradition. 

- At 634a13-14, corresponding to ὑγιαίνοντος, Vc, like Tz, has the read-
ing “sano” (f. 86ra), whereas the a-tradition has “sanato”. 

- At 634a22, corresponding to the first καί, Vc, like Tz, has the reading 
“et” (f. 86ra), which is omitted by the a-tradition. 

- At 634a32, corresponding to ταῖς […] πλείσταις, Vc, like Tz, has the 
reading “plurimis” (f. 86ra), whereas the a-tradition has “pluribus”. 

- At 634a34, corresponding to δέονται, Vc, like Tz, has the reading “in-
digent” (f. 86ra), whereas the a-tradition has “indigere”. 

- At 634b1, corresponding to προσεξαμαρτάνῃ, Vc, like Tz, has the read-
ing “adpeccet” (f. 86rb), whereas the a-tradition has “appetant”.22 

- At 634b1, corresponding to αὕτη, Vc, like Tz, has the reading “ipsi” (a 
translation of αὐτῇ) (f. 86rb), which is omitted by the a-tradition. 

- At 634b3, corresponding to δὲ, Vc, like Tz, has the reading “autem” (f. 
86rb), which is omitted by the a-tradition.23 

- At 634b4, corresponding to δεῖ, Vc, like Tz, has the reading “oportet” 
(f. 86rb), whereas the a-tradition has “operiri”. 

- Finally, at 634b6, corresponding to ποιῶσιν, Vc, like Tz, has the read-
ing “faciant” (f. 86rb), whereas the a-tradition has “faciunt”.  

 
22 Nevertheless, the reading “appetant” has been added by another hand in a marginal 
note referring to “adpeccet”, that reads “al. appetant” (Vc, f. 86rb). This is not an isolated 
case: similar marginal notes, quite likely by the same hand, appear at other places of Book 
X as well. For instance, a note at 634b4, referring to “consequi” (which translates 
ἀκολουθεῖν), reads “al. obsequi” (Vc, f. 86rb). In this case, however, “consequi” is the read-
ing adopted in both branches of the tradition. A case closer to that of 634b1 is, instead, 
found at 635a1-3. Here, Tz has a line of the translation that is missing from the a-tradi-
tion: while Tz reads “propter predictam causam, quantum attrahere non utique poterunt 
sperma. Si quidem igitur fortiter natura sic habeant ab infirmitate, incurabilis passio”, the 
reading adopted in the a-tradition omits all the words between “causam” and “habeant”. 
Vc, like Tz, has the full line. Nonetheless, a marginal note referring to this passage, appar-
ently by the same hand that added the other two notes just mentioned, reads: “al. post 
predictam sic habeant aut ab infirmitate incurabilis passio” (Vc, f. 86va), thus omitting 
the same words that are missing from the reading preserved in the a-tradition.  
23 Save for MS Erfurt, Universitätsbibliothek, Dep. Erf., CA, Fol. 28 (‘Dn’ in the apparatus 
of the edition), which has the reading “quidem”. 
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A case that deserves a separate discussion is 634a30-31. The a-tradition, unlike 
Tz, omits a line due to homoioteleuton. The line, as it reads in Tz, is “notari 
habentis ut non oportet, sanis autem alba procedunt”. The Greek text at this 
point reads: ἐπισημαίνειν ἐχούσης ὡς οὐ δεῖ. ταῖς δ᾽ὑγιαινούσαις τὰ λευκὰ καὶ 
σεσημμένα προέρχεται. In Tz, καὶ σεσημμένα is not translated, and a blank space 
is left in the manuscript for these words. Vc, like Tz, preserves the translation 
of this passage (without “autem”); however, in Vc καὶ σεσημμένα has been 
translated, and the full passage reads: “notari habentis ut non oportet, sanis 
alba et putrefacta procedunt” (Vc, f. 86ra). Remarkably, at this point of the 
text, Vc seems to preserve a reading superior to that of Tz.  

Other important cases to consider are those in which both the reading 
of Tz and that in the a-tradition could have been variants present in the au-
tograph as alternative translations of the same word. The editors mention 
two such cases. In both, again, Vc has the same reading as Tz against that in 
the a-tradition: 

 
- At 633b20, οἷον is rendered as “veluti” in Tz and as “puta” in the a-

tradition. Vc has “veluti” (f. 85vb), just like Tz.  
- At 635b22, τὰ λαμπρότερα is rendered as “fulgentiora” in Tz and as “ful-

gidiora” in the a-tradition. Vc has “fulgentiora” (f. 87ra), just like Tz. 
 

A final significant case is καθίστασθαι at 634a40. Here Tz preserves two variants 
for the translation of this verb, “consistit desistit”. By contrast, the a-tradition 
features the conjunction “et” between the two verbs, so that the reading of this 
passage is “consistit et desistit”. Even in this case Vc has the same reading as Tz, 
“consistit desistit” (f. 86rb), with a graphic sign between the two verbs.  
 

4. The Wider Implications of the Discovery of Vc 
 
The wider implications of the discovery of Vc, especially if its independence 
from the a-tradition were confirmed, are numerous.  

First of all, given that the colophon of the Historia animalium con-
tained in Vc was already evidently in the antigraph, such a colophon pre-
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serves information transmitted from an earlier stage of the manuscript tra-
dition. The question therefore is how far back in the tradition it may ulti-
mately go. In this respect, it is striking that the colophon of De partibus ani-
malium contained in Vc confirms a date already accepted by scholarship, 
whereas the one of the Historia animalium preserves a previously unknown 
date. The combination suggests that both deserve to be examined together 
rather than in isolation. 

The date of 21 November 1260 differs from the chronology usually as-
signed to the translation of the Historia animalium, generally dated, mostly 
on stylometric grounds, to around 1262-1263 (perhaps slightly earlier for 
Book X).24 If the chronological indication found in Vc ultimately reflects 
the date of completion of the translation itself, the accepted chronology re-
quires revision.25 

The consequences extend beyond the history of Moerbeke’s transla-
tions. Also affected is the dating of two works by Thomas Aquinas (ca. 1225-
1274), namely, the Summa contra Gentiles and the Expositio super Iob ad lit-
teram. Indeed, Aquinas’ use of Moerbeke’s translation of the Historia ani-
malium in these works (which are the earliest known quotations of this 
translation) has played a role in the discussion of their dating. The new evi-
dence provided by Vc invites a reassessment of at least one of the chronolog-
ical assumptions underlying that discussion.26  

Perhaps the most suggestive implication concerns Moerbeke’s working 
method. Considering the short interval between the dates of completion of 
the two translations reported in Vc (a mere 32 days), if both dates were to 
be accepted, it would not be far-fetched to hypothesize that Moerbeke, at 

 
24 See especially Bossier (1989) pp. 290-1: “Il nous paraît probable qu’à peu près à la même 
époque (1262-63) Guillaume avait aussi le De hist. an. sur le métier, c’est-à-dire qu’il s’oc-
cupait alors de la traduction tout entière, ayant traduit probablement le livre X déjà un peu 
auparavant. Il ne nous paraît pas assuré qu’il a traduit les livres I-IX d’un seul élan et dans 
l’ordre qu’ils occupent dans les mss grecs”. See also Beullens and Bossier (2000) p. XVI.  
25 Incidentally, the date in the colophon of the Historia animalium in Vc also provides an 
argument against the hypothesis that the date in the colophon of De partibus animalium in 
MS Fesul. 168 refers not only to the translation of De partibus animalium itself, but instead 
to that of the entire zoological corpus. On this debate, and for the relevant literature, see 
Vanhamel (1989) pp. 332-3. 
26 For a synthesis of the debate, as well as for the relevant literature, see Beullens and Bossier 
(2000) pp. XVI-XVII. 
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least for a certain period, worked at the same time on the translation of both 
Historia animalium and De partibus animalium.27 

Finally, the manuscript has implications for the textual history of the 
Historia animalium. Since Tz breaks off before the concluding gynaecologi-
cal chapters of Book X, Vc (in which the text of Book X is complete) war-
rants particular attention for the final section of the treatise, Book X, 5-7, as 
it might represent the only known witness of that section not belonging to 
the a-tradition.  

It is in these final chapters – as in Book X more generally – that one of 
the most distinctive features of Moerbeke’s translation becomes especially 
conspicuous: the frequent blank spaces left for Greek terms that remained 
untranslated. As already mentioned multiple times, while the a-tradition 
eliminates these spaces, Vc preserves this feature in a form that, for the part 
of Book X present in both witnesses, makes a detailed comparison with Tz 
particularly valuable. Such a comparison, extending also to the size of the 
blank spaces, may offer a new criterion for assessing the proximity of both 
witnesses to Moerbeke’s original translation, where such blank spaces must 
have been originally left. 
 

Conclusion 
 
Much remains to be investigated concerning Vc and, especially, the text of 
Moerbeke’s translation of the Historia animalium contained in it. The place of 
this witness in the manuscript tradition of the translation, the nature of its mar-
ginal and interlinear glosses, and its unique colophon all require further study. 
Yet even our preliminary account in this article shows that a witness long over-
looked has the potential to reopen questions that have appeared settled for dec-
ades. To facilitate further research, the complete photographic reproduction of 
the text of Moerbeke’s translation of Book X of the Historia animalium in Vc 
(ff. 85vb-89ra) is provided in the plates at the end of this article.  

 
27 That Moerbeke may have worked at the same time on multiple translations, even as a 
general practice, has been explicitly considered by Bossier, who thought that it was “not 
impossible”. See Bossier (1989) p. 293: “[...] si Guillaume était coutumier d’interrompre les 
traductions qu’il avait sur le métier, ou s’occupait d’ordinaire de plusieurs traductions en 
même temps – ce qui ne nous paraît pas impossible–, [...]”. 
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Photographic Plates 
 
The plates reproduce the text of Historia animalium, Book X, as transmitted 
in MS Vercelli, Museo Leone, F5, ff. 85v-89r. The images, published by kind 
permission of the Museo Leone, Vercelli, are presented in their original se-
quence and correspond to the manuscript foliation: 
 
Plate 1. MS F5, f.85v. 
Plate 2. MS F5, f. 86r. 
Plate 3. MS F5, f. 86v. 
Plate 4. MS F5, f. 87r. 
Plate 5. MS F5, f. 87v. 
Plate 6. MS F5, f. 88r. 
Plate 7. MS F5, f. 88v. 
Plate 8. MS F5, f. 89r. 

 




















