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1. The Naturalis Historia and Digital Humanities: A Fundamental Partnership 

The Naturalis Historia has been one of the most widely used books in the history of 

European culture. It has been widely – and with continuity through the centuries – read, 

commented, quoted, and excerpted in many fields of human knowledge, including 

botany, medicine, zoology, agriculture, art and mineralogy. In fact, its 37 books contain 

a collection of information, organized by theme, on all the aspects of nature and the use 

of natural resources in human life. It also deals with the problem of the exploitation of 

nature, the relationship between man and nature and the destruction of landscapes. Its 

author, Pliny the Elder (23/24-79 AD), had a distinguished political and military career 

and is famous for his death after the eruption of Vesuvius in 79 AD, when, being the head 

of the Roman fleet at Misenum, he decided to set sail, in order to aid people and observe 

the natural phenomenon closely1.   

Containing a lot of practical and useful information on many human activities, the 

Naturalis Historia has been considered a valuable book, to be copied and transmitted to 

future generations. The long history of this work – it was dedicated to Princeps Titus in 

77 AD – and its great influence on European culture has produced a huge quantity of 

commentaries and scholarship throughout the centuries. At the same time, the length of 

the work (37 books) and its varied content makes the Naturalis Historia a difficult work 

to study, given that it requires expertise not just in Latin literature, but also in many 

technical fields such as medicine, botany, zoology, mineralogy, agriculture, geography, 

history and art. These aspects have always represented the richness and importance of the 

Naturalis Historia for European society, but also its limited possibility, for a single 

scholar, to approach it.  

For these reasons, digital humanities represent a powerful tool to improve our capability 

to understand this work and its cultural legacy and to manage the large amount of data 

and knowledge that this book contains and has produced through the centuries. The 

project OltrePlinio / Beyond Pliny, developed at the Scuola Normale Superiore of Pisa 

[Adornato et al. 2018]2, has been addressing these issues since 2014, by developing digital 

 
1 Pliny the Younger, Epistles 6.16 and 6.20. 
2 OltrePlinio started as a seed project at the Laboratorio di Documentazione Storico Artistica of the Scuola 

Normale Superiore in Pisa and became a PRIN 2012 research project (Beyond Pliny. Reception and 

transmission of art theories, artists' canons, technical and artistic lexicon, between the Late Classical 

Period and the Roman Imperial Age. A multidisciplinary approach to the Naturalis Historia, Books 33-36; 

PRIN-MIUR Fund, Research Project of National Interest, Italian Ministry of Education, Universities and 

Research). It is now supported by the Laboratorio di Storia Archeologia Epigrafia e Tradizione dell’Antico 

at the Scuola Normale Superiore.  

http://www.oltreplinio.it/
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tools that help the academic community as well as a wider public of non-specialists to 

study and become familiar with Pliny’s work. This paper presents the tool Pliniography, 

a bibliographical database on Pliny the Elder and the Naturalis Historia. 

 

 

2. Pliniography: A Simple Idea, a Huge Impact  

To build a house you must begin from the foundations. Following this idea, the first steps 

of the project OltrePlinio were to design a tool that would put as many scholars as 

possible in the position of studying Pliny the Elder and his Naturalis Historia with a 

certain ease. Due to its long tradition and variety of contents, the first problem – and 

probably one of the biggest – that a scholar of Pliny or of any Pliny-related field faces is 

to find out the previous bibliography on a specific topic. The Naturalis Historia is quoted 

and discussed not only in the wide bibliography on this work itself, but also in the 

scholarship of the many technical fields it deals with. Moreover, owing to its legacy, it is 

considered in the studies dedicated to the Greek and Roman world as well as in those 

relating to the subsequent phases of European history and culture. This makes it almost 

impossible for scholars to find out all the references, and, for those who are not Pliny 

specialists, sometimes even the main ones.  

To address the problem, during the 19th and the 20th century collections of biographical 

references on Pliny the Elder were published [Von Jan 1848; Urlichs 1858; Detlefsen 

1858; Detlefsen 1869; Urlichs 1876, 1877, 1878; Krohn 1931; Hanslik 1941; Le Bonniec 

1946; Hanslik 1955 and 1964; Schoder 1968; Sallmann 1975; Römer 1978; Schoder 

1982; Cova 1986; Serbat 1986; De Nonno et al. 1991]. The long list of these contributions 

shows the huge effort made by scholars, but also the great necessity they felt, faced with 

such a wide bibliography, to have reference tools to find it. Considering that all these lists 

were compiled by hand, it was a very valuable work. However, they are numerous and 

cover different periods and parts of bibliography; they also contain mistakes and, in some 

cases, are not easy to find. Moreover, sometimes they take up a lot of time to consult: lists 

on paper are not practical when they are numerous and have an old layout which does not 

correspond to current editorial standards; in addition, the biographical references they 

include are often unclear or incomplete, and indicate just a part of a title or of the name 

of a journal. Above all, these lists do not cover the last three decades of scholarship, in 

which the studies have been very fervid and have followed new paths, especially in 

understanding the Naturalis Historia in its context of creation as well as in investigating 

its legacy. Therefore, an updated, complete, and accurate tool on Plinian bibliography is 

strongly demanded.  

Pliniography3 has been designed to offer a searchable bibliographic database on Pliny the 

Elder, which includes the bibliography in as many languages as possible, not just in 

 
3 Pliniography (DOI: 10.25429/sns.it/lettere/oltreplinio0001) was designed by Gianfranco Adornato, Eva 

Falaschi and Alessandro Poggio, and developed by Net7. Since it is online (February 2021), it has been 

edited by Eva Falaschi and Alessandro Poggio, with the collaboration of Maria Ida Gulletta and some MA 

http://www.oltreplinio.it/bibliography/
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English, Italian, French, German, and Spanish. The team is already working on the Plinian 

Dutch bibliography and on a first collection of Serbian and Croatian bibliography, hoping 

to enlarge to contributions in other languages thanks to the collaboration with universities.  

The database is not just a collection of biographical titles. Each contribution corresponds 

to a record in English (Figures 1-2) which contains the complete biographical reference, 

a description of the content and tags. The latter indicate the main topics and the passages 

of the Naturalis Historia discussed in the contribution. Reviews, translations and new 

editions of the contribution are also included. Links to online resources, when available, 

are added, as well as links to other related records (for example, the record on a book 

chapter includes a link to the record of the related book). The record is introduced by a 

label which indicates its typology (Edition / Translation, Volume, Article Volume (that is, 

book chapter), Article Journal (that is, article published in a journal), Dissertation, 

Website): the system, in fact, aims at also including dissertations and scientific websites, 

in order to focus attention on new research, works that were not published or have not yet 

been published and the development of digital tools to know and study Pliny-related 

subjects.  

The layout of records was purposely developed to distinguish it from those usually used 

in Digital Libraries, such as library catalogues. While continuing to follow the logical 

order of biographical references, the layout is designed to meet the visual structures of 

the web rather than reproduce the layout of a printed page. This assists in finding a new 

aesthetics that corresponds better to current cognition processes and makes the record 

more user-friendly for new generations, without losing clearness and scientific substance 

in reporting the information. In fact, the organization of the biographical data in boxes 

which are placed next to each other or occupy different lines allows us to indicate levels 

of information and provide the user a guide in the reading, which must proceed, according 

to the Western standard, from top to bottom, left to right.  

The publication of records in the database works in the same way as common scientific 

publications. Records are entrusted to advanced students and scholars based on their 

research interests and expertise: they are indicated as the authors of the records at the 

bottom of the latter. The editorial board oversees the editing of the records and their 

coherence, especially with respect to the use of the tags. Drafts circulate twice and there 

is also a final proofreading by an English native speaker.  

The database allows you to carry out a free search by entering keywords in the search bar 

(Figure 3). The tags and the searchable structure of the records guarantee the possibility 

to search by keyword through the entire biographical database. The search, in fact, is not 

limited to the author and title, but includes all the fields of a record. The results can also 

be ordered by date and can be refined through filters (Authors, Editors, Tags, Sections, 

Language; Figure 4), in order to build personalized paths. This structure makes this tool 

very powerful in the possibility to find the bibliography on a single topic or passage.  

 
and PhD students of the Scuola Normale Superiore (Tommaso Brusasca, Sofia Casini, Francesca D’Andrea, 

Alessia Di Santi).  
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The filters have been selected not only to facilitate the bibliographical research on a topic 

(for example, the Tags filter) but also to promote the investigation into the history of 

Plinian studies. In fact, although the Naturalis Historia has been read and studied 

throughout its two-thousand-years history, different interests have been arisen in different 

centuries and places, according to the necessities and the issues of each time and culture. 

Therefore, filters such as Authors or Language, combined with the possibility to order the 

results chronologically, allow users to focus on the contributions of an individual scholar 

or on the approaches and interests in Pliny’s Naturalis Historia in a certain linguistic area.  

Moreover, the Sections filter offers the possibility to select the main contribution on a 

Plinian subject and is mainly addressed to students or beginners in Pliny studies. In fact, 

it divides the entered contributions into three categories: Pliny, Beyond Pliny and 

Editions. Pliny includes the contributions which focus on Pliny the Elder and the 

Naturalis Historia. Beyond Pliny comprises the bibliography on the reception of Pliny 

and its later tradition as well as the contributions on Plinian-related topics: for example, 

it includes books on ancient Greek painting where the Naturalis Historia is quoted and 

discussed. Editions selects the critical editions and translations of the text. In this way, 

looking for the bibliography on sculptor Pheidias, the beginner user can be helped by this 

filter to divide the bibliography on the presence of Pheidias in the Naturalis Historia 

(Pliny) from that on Pheidias in general or on the presence of Pheidias in the reception of 

the Naturalis Historia (Beyond Pliny).  

A further instrument is offered to students and beginners: the page Selected Bibliography 

selects from the entire database the contributions which can be useful for people at the 

beginning of their studies on Pliny or for those who need overviews and an introduction 

to Pliny-related topics (Figure 3).  

Pliniography adapts the concept of an online library catalogue to a virtual library focused 

on a single subject, Pliny the Elder’s Naturalis Historia. It is based on the Muruca 

framework, which allows Digital Humanities researchers and research teams to create, 

curate and share their own Digital Editions [Aiola et al. 2021], by using open source 

software systems such as WordPress, Solr and Fedora. Solr provides the search engine, 

while Fedora is a flexible repository platform with native linked data capabilities for the 

management and dissemination of digital content.  

However, Pliniography is different in its aims, structure and possibilities of search from 

library catalogues or similar tools applied to Greek and Roman antiquity. In fact, library 

catalogues cover many disciplines and only in a few cases do their records also include a 

description of content and tags. At the same time, tools such as the Année Philologique 

focus on a macro-research area (in the case of the Année Philologique, Ancient Greek and 

Roman civilization) and include a large amount of varied bibliography as well as 

requiring a paid subscription. Therefore, these tools serve very efficiently different aims 

from that of Pliniography, which focusses on a single subject (Pliny and the Naturalis 

Historia), allowing users to study it in-depth with the guarantee that a team of Plinian 

scholars have already read, selected, described and tagged the contributions entered in the 

database. Moreover, open access ensures availability to a wider public of students, 

https://www.muruca.org/en/
https://www.muruca.org/en/
https://solr.apache.org/
https://www.lyrasis.org/DCSP/Pages/Fedora.aspx
https://about.brepolis.net/lannee-philologique-aph/
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schoolteachers and enthusiastic people who wish to discover or teach Pliny’s legacy on 

nature.   

 

3. Conclusions. Pliniography, A Mission for the Future 

Pliniography is designed to widen the community of people working on Pliny the Elder’s 

Naturalis Historia, by offering a tool that allows users to drastically cut the times of 

searching for the bibliography on a specific Plinian topic.  

Considering the wide range of subjects included in the Naturalis Historia and the 

difficulties encountered so far in studying it, this tool represents the first step to revive 

the debate on the Naturalis Historia in the bi-millennial of the birth of Pliny the Elder, 

which will fall in 2023 and will see the organization of various scientific and outreach 

activities by OltrePlinio. The importance of this debate has its roots in past, present and 

future society: the Naturalis Historia represents not only one of the cornerstones of 

European culture but also a very topical reading in contemporary society, which is 

addressing the issue of its relationship with nature and the exploitation of this latter.  

A digital tool such as Pliniography aids in the dissemination, at various levels, of the 

knowledge on Pliny the Elder and a quick acquisition of the status quaestionis from which 

to start developing future research. It can also be a model for the study of other authors – 

not only those belonging to the Greek and Roman civilizations – whose legacy and 

bibliography is as wide as that of Pliny the Elder. 
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Figure 1. The layout and structure of a record (Article Volume).   
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Figure 2. The layout and structure of a record (Volume).   
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Figure 3. The search bar and the menu to access Selected Bibliography 
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Figure 4. The filters to refine the search.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


