
 

 

 
 
                                      Pliny the Elder: Natural History 
 
 
Pliny the Elder was perhaps the most famous victim of the eruption of Vesuvius in 79AD. 
From his home across the bay of Naples in Misenum, where he was in charge of the 
Roman fleet, he watched the drama unfold. Driven by his insatiable curiosity about natural 
phenomena he ordered a ship to take him across to Stabiae for a closer view. It seems 
that the toxic fumes from the eruption triggered off a fatal attack of asthma. He was 55. 
 
Pliny’s legacy is the Natural History, regarded as the very first encyclopaedia. From 
astronomy to zoology it brings together in one very large volume virtually all the knowledge 
of the world from a multitude of sources as it stood in the second half of the first century 
AD. Drawing mainly on the work of Greek scholars it is a major achievement, the 
“selection” published by Penguin Classics amounting to almost 400 pages. It was compiled 
whilst Pliny, as a member of the wealthy Equestrian aristocracy, also filled various 
administrative roles throughout the Roman Empire. 
 
It is a work to dip into rather than read from cover to cover in one go, and it continually 
surprises with just how advanced scientific knowledge was at that time. The earth was 
known to be a sphere and its circumference had been accurately measured. The planets 
had been identified and their relationship to the earth and sun established. Throughout the 
work Pliny continually displays his “green” credentials, criticising the way in which man 
both exploits and despoils what the earth has to offer, in terms of minerals, animals and 
plants. 
 
On almost every page Pliny’s personality and character is evident. He could be blunt, 
uncompromising, and even sarcastic in his judgements of some of the claims made in the 
name of science. He totally rejected the Roman obsession with gods and other deities or 
the supposed shenanigans of the underworld. Man had no immortal soul. To believe so 
was just wishful thinking. This life was all there is: 
 
     “All men are in the same state from their last day forward as they were before their first 
day, and neither body nor mind has any more sensation after death than it had before 
birth. But wishful thinking prolongs itself into the future and falsely invents for itself a life 
that continues beyond death, sometimes by giving the soul immortality or a change of 
shape....” 
 
Elsewhere his comments can evoke a wry smile or two, - his opinion of the medical 
profession for example. Clearly Pliny had had some unfortunate experiences with doctors.  
Their main and perhaps only talent, he suggests, is to extract large sums of money from 
their gullible and frightened patients, and the graveyards carry many a sad inscription 
along the lines of: “a gang of doctors killed me”. (A pre-echo of Spike Milligan’s gravestone 
at Winchelsea: “I told you I was ill!”) 
 
The Natural History is divided into 37 books, each book tackling a different topic. Book 2, 
for example, tackles astronomy, Book 8 land animals, (from crocodiles to swallows), 
Books 20 to 28 drugs obtained from various sources and Books 30 to 37 mining and 
minerals. Not all the claims stand up to modern scrutiny, of course, but its breadth and 
scope is truly impressive. 
 



 

 

What is most puzzling and really rather depressing is how this vast cornucopia of 
knowledge seemed to evaporate almost without trace as we move from the Roman world 
into medieval Europe. Objective scientific exploration was replaced with religious bigotry 
and black magic where priests would ludicrously argue and debate how many angels 
might dance on a pin head. Anyone who sought to confront and contradict with reasoned 
argument the orthodoxy of the church, (Galileo, for example), was threatened with torture 
and death. It would be more than a thousand years before we once again had an 
intellectual climate firmly based on an objective assessment of the evidence. Yet even 
Darwin faced antagonism from and rejection by the church for his views on natural 
selection in spite of the convincing proofs he could offer. 
 
The Natural History is most accessible through the Penguin Classics edition, translated 
by John Healy, who also contributes a valuable introduction to the work. But let Pliny 
himself have the last word, in fact the closing sentence in the History: 
 
   “Greetings, Nature, mother of all creation, show me your favour in that I alone of Rome’s 
citizens have praised you in all your aspects.” 
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