Pliny
 
Gaspare Baggieri
 
Nulla dies Sine linea (Pliny)
The birth of Pliny the Elder, who became known by this name following his adoption of his sister’s ten-year-old son, Pliny the Younger, can be dated around AD 23/24. His biographers disagree as to whether the location was Verona or Como, but he died in Stabiae, near Pompeii in 79, during the eruption of Mount Vesuvius, either in the course of the rescue attempt described by his nephew or, as claimed by others, due to his scientific curiosity in the phenomenon. The doubt surrounding his place of birth was raised as early as 1313 by the priest Giovanni Veronese and still persists today. Lemaire, who edited a version of the Historia Naturalis in 1827, stated that Pliny was from Como, explaining that the term “compatriot” that appeared in the preface of the work, referring to Catullus (born in Verona), was simply military jargon for a fellow solider, or patriot from the territories beyond the Po (Transpadane Gaul). The confusion between the two Plinys caused a series of misunderstandings, in the work of both Macrobius and Serenus Sammonicus, although Saint Jerome (420) and Eusebius of Caesarea (who also confused the two Plinys) both clearly stated that Pliny the Elder was born in Como. 
Pliny’s century was a fertile one for Rome and its scholars. Ovid and Livy had only recently died, as had the great geographer Strabo, and contemporaries included Seneca, Martial, and Tacitus. The cultural climate was thus favourable to Pliny’s intellectual development, which resulted in a series of writings that were to earn him a reputation as an encyclopedist. He left Como at a young age, moving first to Milan and then to Rome around the year 35, on the advice of his teacher Pomponius Secundus (whose biography, De vita Pomponi, he wrote in two volumes), where he started to participate in public life and occupy a series of high offices. He served in the army under the Emperor Claudius at first, and then under Nero as a procurator in Spain. Later, under the orders of Gnaeus Domitius Corbulo, he participated in the subjugation of the local tribes in northern Germany. In the meantime, as the commander of a cavalry battalion, he wrote a treatise on the art of throwing the javelin on horseback. He then became a favourite of the imperial court, initially under Vespasian, who was his friend, and subsequently under his son Titus. He spent many years in Germany and Spain as proconsul, until he was appointed commander of the imperial fleet at Misenum (Naples), the Roman navy’s spearhead for the defence of the empire.
Pliny’s curiosity regarding everything that surrounded him, particularly nature, kept him constantly absorbed to the point of becoming an obsession. He made sure that he was always accompanied by a scribe to whom he would dictate his observations. He would break only for a quick meal, a short rest, or a bath. He would often get up at night to continue his studies (Pliny the Younger, Epistulae III.5). Upon his death, part of the copies of his writings were inherited by his nephew: 160 volumes containing memories and extracts, written in two copies as was his habit. Pliny had been offered the sum of 400,000 sesterces for these works at the time of his service in Spain but had turned it down for ethical reasons. The Plinian manuscripts were extremely widely circulated throughout the Middle Ages, and in some cases the copied codices were so richly decorated as to become works of art.

Pliny’s Natural History
Following the invention of movable type, Pliny was the first author to be printed, along with the Bible. In 1469, Johann of Speyer’s press in Venice printed the Historia Naturalis. Many editions followed, and his naturalistic texts were considered at the forefront of scientific knowledge. His copious output led him to be considered an encyclopedic scientist. This fame as a scholar, derived from his vast collection of writings, ideas, and observations of natural phenomena in the various branches of science, made him a fundamental authority throughout the Middle Ages, remaining basically undisputed until the Renaissance, when he started to be questioned.
However, a few dissenting voices could be heard even in medieval times, for example Albertus Magnus refuted several parts of Pliny’s oeuvre. Subsequently Hermolaus Barbarus revised his work with his Castigationes Plinianae, purging it of many of the errors that had been made during the transcription of the various editions. While Niccolò Leocineo’s De erroribus Plinii et aliorum was a direct scientific criticism of Pliny’s writings, it wasn’t until Ferrante Imperato in the 17th century that his interpretations and scientific inaccuracies were really disputed. Subsequently, Thomas Blount wrote a book entitled Censura celebrium authorum that set out the inaccuracies and criticism made over the centuries, describing Pliny’s works as an oceanus errorum lerna mendaciorum. Nonetheless, in the 18th century, the scientist Le Clerc Buffon realized Pliny’s historical importance and rehabilitated him, extolling his genius.
The first Italian vernacular edition of Pliny’s Natural History was compiled by Cristoforo Landino in 1476 and printed in Venice, and contained glaring mistakes in its transcription and translation. The second was an edition published about 70 years later, in 1548, also printed in Venice and edited by Bruccioli, while a third was published in 1561 and edited by L. Domenichi. Other important editions include the 1685 one by P. Arduino and a 1723 reprint cited by Tiraboschi in his Storia della Letteratura Italiana (1805), which aroused much controversy. Alongside these reprints, a series of international scientific books made references to Pliny’s writings and quoted from them, for example the work entitled Memoirs of Agriculture, and of Rural and Domestic Economy, published by the Royal Society of Agriculture of Paris, of which a prized Italian language edition, Memorie di Agricoltura, di Economia Rurale e Domestica was published and printed in Naples in 1797 by Giovanni Riccio.
[bookmark: _GoBack]The Historia Naturalis initially also called Historia Mundi, written in thirty-seven books, is not the only work by Pliny. According to Pliny the Younger (Epistulae III.5), his uncle was also the author of a treatise on the art of throwing the javelin on horseback, two books on the life of Pomponius Secundus, twenty volumes on the wars of the Romans in Germany, three on the art of oratory, eight on grammar, and thirty-one on contemporary history. However, the Historia Naturalis, in thirty-seven volumes, is the only one to have survived until the present day and constitutes the most valuable testimony of Roman knowledge in the first century. It is a sort of encyclopedia, comprised of a mixture of historical, legendary, futuristic, and scientific information. The lively, conversational-style writing is perspicacious, judicious, conclusive, brimming with ideas and reflections, and at times judgemental. Pliny’s opinion of physicians is particularly unforgiving. Medicine in ancient Rome was practised mainly by Greeks, at whom he directed the following observation: “a physician being the only person that can kill another with sovereign impunity. Nay, even more than this, all the blame is thrown upon the sick man only; he is accused of disobedience forthwith, and it is the person who is dead and gone that is put upon his trial.” Pliny, Natural History (XXIX.8). 
His nephew described him as an obsessive man constantly pursuing facts and emotions to be recorded by his scribe who accompanied him everywhere. And during his moments of rest, he would have books written by others read to him, on which he drew for his popular encyclopedia aimed at the uneducated classes, farmers, peasants, artisans, and people in general.
The Historia Naturalis is accompanied by a letter of dedication to the Emperor Titus, which comprises the first book, together with the contents of the entire work, the list of chapters of the authors from whom he had drawn the information – over 470 names, of which 146 Romans and 327 foreigners. The second book is about terrestrial and celestial matters, while the third to the sixth discuss geography and ethnography. The seventh is dedicated to anthropology, and animals are the subject of the eighth to eleventh volumes. The twelfth to twenty-seventh books are on botany, while the twenty-eighth to thirty-seventh describe natural medicines of animal, vegetable, and mineral origin, and old and new therapies. There are also interesting references to art, a list of fifty Greek bronze statues, a hundred marble ones, and also paintings in contemporary Rome.

