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Authority and Authorship in the Medicina Plinii1 
 

Aude Doody 
 
 
Authority is central to the practice of medicine. In antiquity, in the absence of strong 
institutional frameworks guaranteeing a doctor’s credentials, creating the right 
impression of knowledge, skill and moral character was a serious concern for the 
individual practitioner. The instructions on everything from bedside manner to 
personal morality contained in ancient medical texts from the Hippocratic Corpus to 
Galen bear witness to the pressing nature of the doctor’s efforts to establish an 
authoritative persona which would encourage trust between himself and his patients. 
But if persuading the patient of his authority was important to the individual doctor, 
claims to authority were also central to the project of producing a medical text. A 
medical text needed to persuade the reader that its information was accurate and 
effective, and, as in the case of the doctor, this persuasion rested not just on proven 
results, but on persuasive strategies employed by the text’s author. As the articles in 
this volume demonstrate, these strategies vary from text to text and from author to 
author. Galen, for instance, claims authority through his engagement with 
philosophical concerns, the emphasis on the physician’s practical experience, his 
polemical and doxographical approach to earlier authorities, but he also relies on the 
creation of a strong authorial persona, his demonstration of careful philological 
practice, and the interplay between the many texts he has written.2 My aim here is to 
explore the specific problems that confront the author of a pseudonymous book of 
extracts, the Medicina Plinii, and the peculiar set of difficulties that its genre and its 
pseudonymity pose for how authority can be established.  

The Medicina Plinii is a book of medical extracts drawn mainly from Pliny the 
Elder’s Natural History; it is thought to have been composed in the fourth century by 
an author who is refered to as Plinius Secundus Iunior in most of the manuscripts.3 
Although it draws most of its information from the Natural History, the Medicina 
Plinii represents a different idea of medical writing from that found in the Natural 
History. In the Natural History, medicine is the focus of Books 20–32, in which Pliny 
arranges their discussion of treatments by materia medica, dealing with plants and 
animals first mentioned in the earlier books of the encyclopaedia. The Medicina 
Plinii, on the other hand, belongs in a tradition of late antique medical compendia 
                                                
1  I am grateful to the participants at the Workshop on Greco-Roman Scientific and Medical Writing 

for their many helpful comments and questions which helped me clarify and develop the ideas 
presented here. My thanks also to Liba Taub for her invaluable help and insight in reading 
successive drafts of this article.  

2  On the close connection between medicine and philosophy in antiquity, see Philip van der Eijk,  
Medicine and Philosophy in Classical Antiquity: Doctors and Philosophers on Nature, Soul, Health 
and Disease (Cambridge, UK and New York: Cambridge University Press, 2005); on doxography 
in Galen, see Amneris Roselli, Notes on the doxai of doctors in Galen’s commentaries on 
Hippocrates, in Philip van der Eijk (ed.) Medicine and Philosophy in Classical Antiquity: Doctors 
and Philosophers on Nature, Soul, Health and Disease (Cambridge, UK and New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 2005); see the articles by Todd Curtis, Vivian Nutton and Laurence Totelin, in 
this volume, on Galen’s textual strategies. 

3  For detailed discussion of the textual tradition, see Alf Önnerfors, In Medicinam Plinii Studia 
Philologica (Lund: CWK Gleerup, 1963). See also Önnerfors’ edition of the Medicina Plinii, A. 
Önnerfors, Plinii Secundi Iunioris qui feruntur de medicina libri tres, Corpus Medicorum 
Latinorum, vol. 3 (Berlin: Academy of Sciences, 1964). 
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which attempted to condense classical medical authorities into more accessible 
forms.4 The Medicina Plinii is a neat, three-book work, complete with preface, that 
organises its material by illness, starting with symptoms that affect the head and 
proceeding downward, progressing in the third book to deal with illnesses that affect 
the body as a whole – leprosy, epilepsy and so on. In the fifth or sixth century, its text 
was enlarged by the addition of medical information from a wide range of other 
sources, and expanded, in some manuscripts at least, by a further two books 
comprising extracts from Gargilius Martialis and a book on diet attributed to 
Alexander Trallianus; this sixth century recension is referred to as the Physica Plinii.5 
The Physica Plinii, with its complex recipes and additional books demonstrates the 
difficulty of setting a seal on the book of extracts: although it continues to claim the 
authority of Pliny’s name in its title, it differs dramatically from the medicine found in 
Pliny’s Natural History. 

A book of extracts faces particular problems of authority: it remains dependent 
for some of its status on the authority of the source from which it draws – and in the 
case of the Medicina Plinii continues to name – while at the same time creating a text 
that overrides and reinvents the original source. The rationale for creating a book of 
extracts is the desire to make the information easily accessible in a specialised 
context. In doing so, it represents a judgement on the source-text, a sifting out of 
material that is seen as unnecessary and the crystallisation of what the author of the 
book of extracts sees as crucial to the subject at hand. While the Medicina Plinii is 
dependent on Pliny’s name and Pliny’s text for some of its authority, its radical 
reworking of the Natural History’s approach to medicine could be seen as an implicit 
critique of Pliny’s organising strategies: the book of extracts aims both to co-opt and 
to supplant the authority of the source-text. My focus here will be on the textual 
strategies that the author of the Medicina Plinii adopts in trying to establish the 
integrity of this new work in the shadow of the more famous Natural History. I will 
emphasise two aspects of the Medicina Plinii’s claims to authority: the text’s creation 
of a strong authorial persona, and the relationship of the book of extracts to the 
encyclopaedia.  
 
 

AUTHORIAL PERSONA IN THE MEDICINA PLINII 
 

                                                
4  For an introduction to medicine in late antiquity, see Vivian Nutton, Ancient Medicine (London: 

Routledge, 2004), 292-309. For an overview of medical writing in Latin in this period, see Owsei 
Temkin, ‘History of Hippocratism in Late Antiquity: the Third Century and the Latin West’, in The 
Double Face of Janus and Other Essays in the History of Medicine (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 2006); Alf Önnerfors,  ‘Das Medizinische Latein von Celsus bis Cassius Felix’, 
Aufstieg und Niedergang der Römischen Welt II 37, no. 1 (1993) 227–392, 924–37. On the different 
forms and uses of the epitome in late antiquity, see Rosalind MacLachlan, Epitomes in Ancient 
Literary Culture (University of Cambridge: Unpublished Ph.D. Thesis, 2004).  

5  For the Physica Plinii, see A. Önnerfors, Physica Plinii Bambergensis (Cod. Bamb. Med. 2, fol. 
93v–232r), (Hildesheim, New York: Georg Olms Verlag, 1975); J. Winkler, Physica Plinii 
Florentino-Pragensis, Liber 1, Lateinische Sprache und Literatur des Mittelalters (Frankfurt, Bern 
and New York: Verlag Peter Lang, 1984); Walter Wachtmeister, Physica Plinii Florentino-
Pragensis, Liber 2, Lateinische Sprache und Literatur des Mittelalters (Frankfurt, Bern, New York 
and Paris: Verlag Peter Lang, 1985); Günter Schmitz,  Physica Plinii Florentino-Pragensis, Liber 
3, Lateinische Sprache und Literatur des Mittelalters (Frankfurt, Bern, New York and Paris: Verlag 
Peter Lang, 1988). 
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The first question that emerges in relation to the authorial persona of the Medicina 
Plinii is how far its author wishes to pass for Pliny the Elder, and how far he wishes to 
be understood as an author in his own right. The use of a famous name from antiquity 
is a striking means of establishing a pedigree for the new work, a short cut to 
authority that raises the expectations of the reader. Most manuscripts of the Medicina 
Plinii refer to its author as Plinius Secundus Iunior; 6 Iunior here, in accordance with 
usual usage in Later Latin, designates this Pliny as the younger of the same name, 
implying the son of Pliny, or a younger Pliny, has written the work. To this extent, the 
Pliny of the Medicina Plinii is separated out from Pliny the Elder, distinguished as a 
junior party – the relationship between them one of intellectual if not a literal kinship. 
One early reader, at least, was not fooled into amalgamating the two authors. When 
Marcellus is composing his own medical compilation in the fifth century, he makes 
use of the Medicina Plinii, but is aware that this Pliny is not the same as the Pliny 
who wrote the Natural History: at the beginning of his preface, he refers to his use of 
‘both Plinies’ (uterque Plinius) in his account of his sources. 7 

Even if the reader does not believe that the Medicina Plinii is written by the 
same person as the Natural History, it is clear that there is a strong similarity between 
the two texts. Alf Önnerfors, the modern editor of the text, has estimated that as much 
as five sixths of the information in the Medicina Plinii is derived from the Natural 
History.8 The author of the Medicina Plinii never makes this link explicit in the text. 
In the preface to the work, he indicates that his material comes from everywhere, 
undique, which might suggest that the author is drawing useful material from a wide 
range of texts, rather than emphasising the Natural History as the primary source.9 
But, as Owsei Temkin writes, the similarity between the two texts is not only found in 
the information the Medicina Plinii contains, but also in the rhetorical stance adopted 
by its author: 

 
The author of this Medicina Plinii has nothing original to offer; together 
with the material content he takes over Pliny’s sharp attacks against the 
physicians, the difference being that the invective too takes on a coarser 
tone in the unknown compiler.10  

 
The author of the Medicina Plinii co-opts Pliny’s rhetoric as well as his information, 
and sets the work in a particular, Roman tradition of medical writing that emphasises 
self-help and self-reliance.11 At the same time, however, this rhetorical stance is 
                                                
6  See Önnerfors (1963) 16-17. 
7  Marcellus De medicamentis liber pr. 2; Max Niedermann & Eduard Liechtenhan (eds), Marcellus 

über Heilmittel, Corpus Medicorum Latinorum, Vol. 5 (Berlin: Akademie-Verlag, 1968). On 
Marcellus’ preface, see Maria Paola Segoloni, ‘L’epistola dedicatoria e l’appendice in versi del De 
medicamentis liber di Marcello’, in Carlo Santini & Nino Scivoletto  (eds), Prefazioni, prologhi, 
proemi di opere tecnico-scientifiche latine (Roma: Herder, 1990), 367-379. On Pliny the Elder’s 
influence on late antique and medieval herbals, see I. Mazzini, ‘Présence de Pline dans le herbiers 
de l'antiquité et du haut moyen age.’ Helmantica 37 (1986) 83-94. On Marcellus, see Jerry 
Stannard, ‘Marcellus of Bordeaux and the Beginnings of the Medieval Materia Medica’, Pharmacy 
in History (1973) 15: 47-54. 

8  Önnerfors (1963) 21.  
9    On the preface to the Medicina Plinii, see Maria Paola Segoloni, ‘Il prologus della Medicina Plinii’, 

in Carlo Santini & Nino Scivoletto  (eds), Prefazioni, prologhi, proemi di opere tecnico-scientifiche 
latine (Roma: Herder, 1990), 361-66. 

10  Temkin (2006) 173. 
11   For a discussion of the motif of self help in late antique medical writing, see Klaus-Dietrich Fischer, 

‘Anweisungen zur Selbstmedikation von Laien in der Spätantike’, in Richard Freiherr von 
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firmly linked to the form of the text. The Medicina Plinii presents itself as a 
breviarium, a short guide suitable for travel, written in order to help those who find 
themselves sick and far from home. As we will see, the rhetoric against doctors in the 
Medicina Plinii looks back to Pliny the Elder at the same time as it is used to 
characterise the author of the Medicina Plinii and justify the production of a new text. 

Antipathy towards doctors is clearly articulated in the preface to the Medicina 
Plinii; the work begins with a story that is ostensibly about the author’s personal 
experience:  
 

Frequenter mihi in peregrinationibus accidit ut aut propter meam aut 
propter meorum infirmitatem uarias fraudes medicorum experiscerer, 
quibusdam uilissima remedia ingentibus pretiis uendentibus, aliis ea quae 
curare nesciebant cupiditatis causa suscipientibus. quosdam uero comperi 
hoc genere grassari ut languores, qui paucissimis diebus uel etiam horis 
possint repelli, in longum tempus extraherent, <ut> et aegros suos diu in 
reditu haberent saeuioresque ipsis morbis existerent. [2] quapropter 
necessarium mihi uisum est ut undique ualitudinis auxilia contraherem et 
uelut breuiario colligerem, ut quocumque uenissem possem eiusmodi 
insidias uitare et hac fiducia ex hoc tempore <iter> ingredi, ut sciam, si 
quis mihi languor inciderit, non facturos illos ex me reditum nec taxaturos 
occasionem.  
 
Often it has happened that while travelling I have been cheated by doctors 
in various ways because of my own illness or that of my family: some 
doctors sell very cheap remedies for huge prices, others out of greed take 
on cases that they do not know how to cure. I have known certain doctors 
to act dishonestly in this way so that they drag out the length of mild 
illnesses which could be dispelled in a few days, if not hours, and they 
consider it profitable for their own patients to be sick for a long time, and 
are more cruel than the diseases themselves. And so it seemed necessary 
to me to bring together aids to health from many places, and collect them 
like in a book of extracts, so that I could avoid these sorts of traps 
wherever I happened to go, and from that time I could embark on a 
journey with confidence, since I know that if I do catch some illness, they 
will not make a profit out of me or assess the value of the opportunity.  

Medicina Plinii pr. 1–212  
 
The opening account of the author’s personal experience indicates in shorthand both a 
persona and a tradition of writing. We are presented with the image of the author 
becoming prey to the wiles of unscrupulous doctors while travelling. The author 
presents himself as an unwilling victim, who, in ordinary circumstances could avoid 
the doctors’ traps if it were not for his vulnerability due to illness, or the illness of 
those close to him, and the fact that he is away from any means of self-help. Although 
this is framed as a personal narrative, based on the author’s personal experience, this 
is, of course, a very traditional, if not hackneyed polemic against professional doctors, 
marking them out as devious and moneygrubbing. Both Marcellus and Pseudo-
Apuleius assert that their works can help the reader treat himself or his family without 
                                                                                                                                       

Weizsächer (ed.) XXX congrès international d’histoire de la médicine (Dusseldorf: Vicom KG, 
1988). My thanks to Vivian Nutton for bringing this article to my attention. 

12  I quote from Önnerfors’ 1964 edition; translations from the Medicina Plinii are my own.  
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the need to rely on doctors: Marcellus writes so that his sons will be able to use the 
text to treat themselves and their families; Apuleius inveighs against venal doctors.13 

This Roman tradition of self-reliance, stretching back at least to Cato the 
Elder, is vociferously championed by Pliny in the Natural History, who favours old 
fashioned, traditional Roman simples against the cunning sophistication of Greek 
theory.14 Although the text of the Natural History may not be mentioned by name, the 
rhetoric of the opening efficiently maps the author into the same tradition of medical 
writing as Pliny. It is because the author of the Medicina Plinii shares the same vision 
as Pliny the Elder, however, that he is inspired to create a new text. The author marks 
his work as a breviarium – one of the standard words used to designate an epitome or 
book of extracts in this period, and, in particular, the portfolio that a professional 
lawyer might take with him on his journeys. The Medicina Plinii acts on Pliny’s 
philosophy of self-help by making his material accessible to patients in all 
circumstances.  

The author of the Medicina Plinii returns to this motif at two later points in the 
text where he claims personal experience in treating intractable illnesses. One of these 
examples of the category Hine defines as ‘Experience – Subject-related’ is a brief 
assertion at the start of Book Two that ‘I have found (invenio) hopeless cases of 
pthisus are cured in this way…’15  However this case is perhaps not conclusive in that 
‘invenio’ is often used by Pliny the Elder of matters that he has found in books rather 
than by direct experience.16 The second case, however, is more explicit: 

 
VOMICAE 
[5] Multi medici se [medicos] aduersum hoc malum non inueniunt. ego 
certe scio raro quemquam huic pesti ereptum qui se illis credidisset. [6] 
uerum ita curatio eius expedita est ut etiam hieme asperrima explicare 

                                                
13  On the similarities between the preface to the Medicina Plinii and the herbals of Marcellus and 

Pseudo-Apuleius, see Maria Franca Buffa Giolito, ‘Topoi della tradizione letteraria in tre prefazioni 
di testi medici latini’ in Alfrieda Pigeaud & Jackie Pigeaud (eds), Les Textes Médicaux Latins 
Comme Littérature: Actes Du Vie Colloque International Sur Les Textes Médicaux Latins Du 1er 
Au 3 Septembre 1998 À Nantes, (Nantes: Institut universitaire de France, 2000), 13-31.  

14  Pliny attacks the over-sophistication and fickle fashions of Greek medicine at H.N. 29.11–12, 
quoting Cato the Elder’s attack on Greek doctors approvingly at 29.14. On Pliny’s medicine, see 
Beagon, Roman Nature. The Thought of Pliny the Elder (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1992) 202–40; 
Johannes Hahn, ‘Plinius und die Griechischen Ärzte in Rom: Naturkonzeption und Medizinkritik in 
der Naturalis Historia’, Sudhoffs Archiv 75 (1991), 209–39; V. Nutton, ‘The Perils of Patriotism. 
Pliny and Roman Medicine’, in Roger French and F. Greenaway (eds), Science in the Early Roman 
Empire. Pliny the Elder, His Sources and Influence (London: Croom Helm, 1986), 30–58. On 
attitudes towards Greek medicine at Rome, see Nutton (2004), 157–70; I. Mazzini,  ‘Le accuse 
contro i medici nella letteratura latina ed il loro fondamento’, Quaderni Linguistici e Filologici 
(1982–4), 75–90; Heinrich von Staden,  ‘Liminal Perils. Early Roman Receptions of Greek 
Medicine’ in F.J. Ragep and Steven John Livesey (eds), Tradition, Transmission, Transformation 
(Leiden: Brill, 1996), 369–418. 

15  This article has benefited greatly from Harry Hine’s work on authorial persona in technical writing, 
published in this volume; I make use of his classificatory system where relevant. See also Heinrich 
von Staden’s important article,  ‘Author and authority. Celsus and the construction of a scientific 
self’, in M.E. Vázquez Buján (ed.) Tradición e innovación de la medicina latina de la antigüedad y 
de la alta edad media, Actas del IV coloquio internacional sobre los ‘Textos médicos latinos 
antiguos’ (Santiago de Compostela: Servicio de Publicacións e Intercambio Científico da 
Universidade de Santiago de Compostela 1994), 103–17.  

16  On Pliny’s use of invenio, see Sorcha Carey, Pliny’s Catalogue of Culture. Art and Empire in the 
Natural History (Oxford University Press, 2003), 25–6; Sandra Citroni Marchetti, Plinio il Vecchio 
e la tradizione del moralismo romano (Pisa: Giardini, 1991), 201–3. 
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possit intra diem quadragesimum, uere autem uel aestate breuiore 
tempore. aliquot a me curati sunt intra praefinitum tempus compositione 
ea quae infra scripta est… 
 
FOR ABSCESSES 
Many doctors do not find themselves confronted by this illness. I certainly 
know someone who died suddenly because of this rare affliction and had 
entrusted himself to them. In fact the cure for it is quickly effected so that 
it is possible to treat inside forty days even in a very bad winter, and in an 
even shorter time if it is summer. Several people were cured by me inside 
the afore-mentioned period by the compound which is set out below…  

Medicina Plinii I 26.5–6 
 
This passage replicates the rhetoric of the preface in contrasting the ineptitude of the 
doctors with the expertise of the author. Here, though, the author speaks of curing 
several people himself, and puts his own seal of approval on the lengthy recipe that 
follows. These references to the author himself treating others is not driven by the 
Natural History, where Pliny rarely comments on his own experience of any of the 
cures he recommends. The author of the Medicina Plinii claims authority for himself 
as a practitioner of medicine, not simply as an expert reader of medical texts. This 
passage is especially effective in the light of its place in the text’s structure: this is the 
last prescription in Book 1 of the Medicina Plinii, a point at which the author seems 
eager to assert his own authority over his material.  

Although the author of the Medicina Plinii borrows his material and his 
rhetoric from Pliny, he asserts himself over that material by using the personal voice, 
drawing the reader’s attention to his ordering systems and comprehensive approach. 
The majority of first person phrases in the Medicina Plinii occur, as one might expect, 
in the preface. Apart from the personal experience outlined in the opening paragraph, 
these usages all belong either to the category Harry Hine identifies as ‘Skill in Writing 
– Dispositio’, when the author outlines the future course of the book, or else to the 
category, ‘Judgement – correct nomenclature’,  when the author explains some terms 
that will arise frequently, and lays out the correct measurements to be used in 
compounding common ingredients such as oxymel. These recipes and measurements 
for the most part draw on information available in the Natural History, but where 
Pliny provided this information impersonally, the author of the Medicina Plinii asserts 
his authority over it by using first person forms. He introduces this section of the 
preface by commenting that he thinks (puto) it important to have ready to hand 
substances that are difficult to get in a hurry, such as aged olive oil.  At two points, he 
uses the verb meminerimus, ‘we should remember’ or ‘let us bear in mind’, when 
pointing out that honey in which there are dead bees provides the best cures and that 
the best absorbent wool comes from the neck of the sheep. Both these observations 
draw on information available in the Natural History, and so it is possible that the 
author means to draw the attention of the reader to the source-text, perhaps indicating 
with the first person plural that both author and reader are familiar with Pliny’s 
work.17 This could work as an oblique reference to an assumption that the reader is 
aware that the Medicina Plinii is derived from the Natural History; but due to the 
                                                
17  See H.N. 29.128 and 29.143 for the observation that honey with dead bees in it is the best sort to 

use for curing eye problems and ear problems. The inference that it is therefore best for all curing 
all ailments seems to be the author of the Medicina’s own. See H.N. 29.33 for the observation that 
the most absorbent wool comes from the neck of the animal.  
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ambiguity of the first person plural form, it could also read as an assertion of the 
author’s perspicacity and judgement in selecting from his own memory the necessary 
fact for the situation. 

Most of the first person usages in the Medicina Plinii are explanations of the 
ordering system which the author has employed, and serve both to direct the reader 
and to assure the reader that the author is in control of his material. Some of these are 
very brief and simple – the first, for example comes under the heading ‘For Earache’, 
following two capita on hair and baldness, and simply states ‘the next thing seems to 
me to be remedies for the ears…’ Others, however, demonstrate more deliberate self-
presentation:  

 
AD ULCERA ET AD CANCER QUOD NOMA VOCATUR  
Scio gratius futurum fuisse, si singulis generibus ulcerum nominatim 
dedissem titulos et remedia. sed cum aliquae res pluribus uitiis prosint, 
breuitatem secutus genus scripturae elegi quod subiectum est.  
 
FOR ULCERS AND FOR THE CANCER WHICH IS CALLED ‘NOMA’ 
I know it would have been more acceptable if I had given titles and cures 
for each type of ulcer by name. But since some things help many ailments, 
for the sake of writing briefly, I have picked out the type which is 
discussed below.   

Medicina Plinii III 4.1 
 
Here, the author expresses a wish to be useful to the reader, and suggests that listing 
each type singly might have been a preferable alternative to the method he has 
adopted. His criterion in choosing the method he has adopted, however, is the style of 
work that he has chosen, the brevarium, with its emphasis on conciseness and 
simplicity. This apparent hesitation over methods of ordering advertises the author’s 
care in choosing between alternatives, with the reader’s needs in mind.  

Similarly, at the start of the closing section of the work we see a final assertion 
of the author’s control over his text.18 A brief sequence of remedies against poisons 
provides a sort of glamour to the ending of the Medicina Plinii: we see a progression 
from the more mundane illnesses treated before to the dangers posed by venomous, 
and perhaps obscure, creatures. In the case of the sea-creature called the mus araneus, 
the author has to explain to the reader where it is found so that they can better avoid 
it. Marking this sequence out seems intended as a closural device, meant to end the 
work on a flourish which assures the reader that nothing has been left out. Here, the 
author advertises his own acumen in having very carefully dealt with all illnesses, and 
his comprehensiveness in leaving no stone unturned by not leaving out poisons.  

 
VENENIS ET VENENATIS MORSIBVS  
Cum aduersus omnes morborum incursus fuerimus diligentissimi, non 
ideo tamen habebimus spem certam salutis, cum ex inprouiso serpentes 
saeuiant, mures aranei, phalangii, et his omnibus nocentiores sint uenefici 
hominis morsus. aduersus haec itaque conuertendus est animus in 
instruendis remediis, ut appareat benignitatem naturae etiam ea mortifera 
esse noluisse. 

                                                
18  See Önnerfors (1964) xiii-xiv for a discussion of the manuscript evidence and arguments for 

viewing this as a preface to a new section.  
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AGAINST POISONS AND POISONOUS BITES  
Although I have been very comprehensive in dealing with all attacks of 
disease, nevertheless I will still not have secure hopes of health when 
suddenly snakes can attack, and mures aranei [a type of fish], phalangii [a 
type of spider] and the poison that is more dangerous than all of these: the 
bite of human beings. And so I must turn my attention to setting out cures 
for these dangers so that it shall be clear that beneficent Nature does not 
want even these to be fatal. 

Medicina Plinii III 33 Praef. 1 
 
In this mini-preface, the author again adopts a persona close to that of Pliny in the 
Natural History and exercises discrimination in his choice of information from the 
Natural History to create his own rhetorical effects. The observation that human bites 
contain the worst sort of poison does appear in the Natural History, in Book 28.8, 
when Pliny says in passing that ‘the human bite is regarded as the worst bite of all’. 
The author of the Medicina Plinii manages to infuse this with a sort of wry humour by 
presenting it as the worst in a list of obscure and dangerous animals. This is a type of 
humour consonant with the attitude of Pliny the Elder elsewhere in the Natural 
History, for instance when he ironically begins his account of humankind with 
cannibals. (H.N. 7.9) Similarly, the idea that a providential nature makes care of 
humans a priority is in keeping with Pliny’s Stoic worldview in the Natural History, 
where Pliny famously asserts that even poison is created for humans’ benefit, 
provided by the Earth to make it possible to commit suicide effectively. (H.N. 2.156)  

The persona adopted by the author of the Medicina Plinii borrows some of the 
key rhetorical modes from those adopted by Pliny the Elder in the Natural History, 
though he personalises this rhetoric by foregrounding his own experience. In the 
passages which direct the reader on the text’s ordering, the author of the epitome 
seems to be emphasising the coherency of the new work, asserting that the 
arrangement of the material is sensible and useful. The moments at which the author 
intervenes to explain his ordering principles, along with the rhetorical stance against 
dangerous doctors are manifestations of the author’s desire to create a new medical 
text that can function in its own right as an authoritative guide to medicine within a 
long-standing Roman tradition.  
 
 
THE RELATIONSHIP OF THE MEDICINA PLINII TO THE NATURAL HISTORY 

 
At the same time as the Medicina Plinii looks back to the Natural History, the author 
of the Medicina Plinii creates a new text from the Natural History by transplanting its 
medical excerpts into a specialist context. In the Medicina Plinii, the mirabilia, the 
anecdotes and the famous names from the Natural History have been left out, and the 
Pliny’s original text has been gutted and rearranged to offer a neat list of afflictions 
and their remedies. The authority of the Medicina Plinii rests on its association with 
Pliny the Elder, and the author deliberately mirrors the persona of Pliny the Elder in 
his writing style and in his rhetorical stance against the dangers of doctors. But as 
Johannes Hahn has argued, Pliny’s polemic against Greek doctors is partly rooted in 
his concept of a beneficent nature, which drives his disapproval for doctors’ lack of 
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respect for nature and their exploitation of natural cures for profit.19 Within the 
Medicina Plinii, the persona which the author creates provides a unifying thread 
through the rhetorical attacks on doctors and through the advertisements of the text’s 
careful structure, but the wider context of Pliny’s engagement with the natural world 
has been lost. Despite the Medicina Plinii’s dependence on the Natural History, 
selections from Pliny can also be seen to stand in judgement on the original text by 
producing a new assertion of what does and what does not belong to a specialist 
discourse on medicine.  

Pliny’s Natural History is not a specialist work: it is an ambitious attempt to 
gather together all available information about the natural world. Pliny defines his 
subject matter as ‘the nature of things, that is life itself’ (‘rerum natura, hoc est vita’; 
H.N. pr. 13) in the preface to the work, and medical information is part of a wider set 
of knowledge about the natural world presented by the text. Although the Natural 
History splits the medical properties of materia medica in Books  20–32 from what he 
has to say about the plants and animals they derive from in Books 7–19, it remains a 
porous division. Cross-references link backwards and forwards between books, and, 
in practice, a reader who wants to use a particular herbal remedy might need to turn 
back to an earlier book to first discover how to recognise it.  

Pliny outlines his reasons for splitting his discussion of plants at the end of 
Book 19: 

 
Et hactenus hortensia dicta sint ciborum gratia dumtaxat. maximum 
quidem opus in iisdem naturae restat, quoniam proventus tantum adhuc 
summasque quasdam tractavimus, vera autem cuiusque natura non nisi 
medico effectu pernosci potest, opus ingens occultumque divinitatis et quo 
nullum reperiri possit maius. ne singulis id rebus contexeremus iusta fecit 
ratio, cum ad alios medendi desideria pertinerent, longis utriusque 
dilationibus futuris si miscuissmus. nunc suis quaeque partibus constabunt 
poteruntque a volentibus iungi. 
 
And so far we have spoken about garden plants merely as providing 
articles of diet. There still remains indeed a most important operation of 
nature in the same department, inasmuch as hitherto we have only treated 
of their produce and given certain summary outlines; whereas the true 
nature of each plant can only be fully understood by studying its 
medicinal effect, that vast and recondite work of divine power, and the 
greatest subject that can possibly be found. Due regard for method has led 
us not to combine with each object in succession the question of its 
medicinal value, because a different set of people are concerned with the 
requirements of medical practice, and either topic would have met with 
long interruptions if we had mixed the two together. As it is, each subject 
will occupy its own section, and any who wish will be able to combine 
them. 

Pliny H.N. 19.189 (Translation H. Rackham)20 
 

                                                
19  Hahn (1991).   
20  H. Rackham, (ed.), Pliny Natural History Books 17–19 (Cambridge, Massachusetts and London: 

Harvard University Press, 1950). 
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Here Pliny makes explicit the reasons behind the unwieldy structure of the text, and 
envisages distinct groups of readers who come to the book with different purposes in 
mind: those interested in the plants in themselves, those interested in their medical 
properties, and those, like himself, who wish to have a full understanding of the true 
characteristics of each plant, and therefore need to unite both elements of his 
discussion. But although he structures his work to allow for specialist encounters, the 
aim here, as throughout the work, is to understand the operations of nature made 
manifest in the world.21 The medical property of a plant reveals its true nature, and a 
proper understanding of each plant means knowing its effects. Medicine is one of the 
most sublime and mysterious manifestations of divine power in nature, and studying 
the medical properties of plants is not just of practical benefit to the reader, it also 
allows them insight into the power of nature and the divine. Pliny is not just 
concerned with providing useful information for practical purposes. Medicine is 
important to Pliny’s understanding of a natural order that places human concerns, and 
specifically Roman concerns, at its centre: the medical properties of natural 
substances demonstrate Nature’s munificence to the reader.22  

Pliny’s polemical stance against specialist, professional medicine also plays 
out in his choice of organisational structure. In the Natural History, Pliny usually 
orders his medical information by materia medica.23 The choice to organise his 
information by materia medica places emphasis on the natural substance rather than 
the medical condition, reflecting Pliny’s view of medicine as just one aspect of 
knowledge about the natural world. Whereas it would be difficult to use the Natural 
History’s unwieldy catalogues to pinpoint alternate cures for a specific medical 
problem, the Medicina Plinii is much simpler in its approach. The Medicina Plinii 
adopts a head to toe (a capite ad calcem) organisational structure, one of the standard 
ways of arranging treatment of diseases that was to become increasingly popular in 
the post Classical period. Each section is marked by a simple heading indicating a part 
of the body or illness under which a wide variety of cures are grouped. The author of 
the Medicina Plinii has done a substantial amount of work to bring together and 
collate these cures from across the densely-packed books of the Natural History and 
delivers a useful compendium of medical knowledge. In doing so, the text recasts 
Pliny’s material so that the focus is no longer on munificient nature or on the natural 
object, but on the illness in need of healing. The author of the Medicina Plinii’s 
decision to change the ordering system of the Natural History may make the work 
easier to use to find a cure for a specific ailment, but this shift in organisation of 
material also represents a deeper shift in philosophical outlook.  

The authority of Pliny the Elder’s medicine relies in some part on the authority 
Pliny creates through the comprehensiveness of the work as a whole. The Medicina 
Plinii claims authority through its construction of an authorial persona which borrows 
                                                
21  For Pliny’s attitudes to Nature in his work, see Beagon (1992); A. Wallace-Hadrill, ‘Pliny the Elder 

and Man’s Unnatural History’, Greece and Rome (1990) 1: 80–96. 
22  On the Stoic underpinning of Pliny’s thought and his human-centered worldview, see Beagon 

(1992); Gian Biagio Conte, ‘The Inventory of the World: Form of Nature and the Encyclopedic 
Project in the Work of Pliny the Elder’, in his Genres and Readers (Baltimore, London: Johns 
Hopkins’ University Press, 1994); R. French, Ancient Natural History: Histories of Nature 
(London, New York: Routledge, 1994), 196–255. On Pliny’s Roman-centric worldview, see Trevor 
Murphy, Pliny the Elder’s Natural History. The Empire in the Encyclopaedia (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2004). 

23  Pliny confounds neat generalisations - the organisation by materia medica is occasionally set aside 
within individual books for the sake of variation. For instance, Book 28, on medicines based on 
animal substances, does organise some of its material by illness.  
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Pliny’s rhetorical stance against professional medicine. At the same time as the 
Medicina Plinii adopts Pliny’s rhetoric and Pliny’s information, it undercuts the 
philosophical rationale of the Natural History’s medicine by its reordering of Pliny’s 
material into a specialist, illness-centered book of extracts. Although there is a 
similarity in the authorial persona adopted by these two authors, the shape of their 
texts marks fundamental differences in their approach to medicine. The author of the 
Medicina Plinii’s neat, specialist work appropriates Pliny’s authority at the same time 
as he subverts the basis on which that authority is established in the Natural History: 
comprehensiveness, and the idea that medicine is just part of what the educated reader 
needs to know in order to understand and appreciate the world of nature.  
 


