
Obraz Hiszpanii  

w Historii naturalnej  Pliniusza Starszego



 

Krzysztof Antczak

The image of spain  
in pliny the elder’s  
historia naturalis

THE POZNAŃ SOCIETY FOR THE ADVANCEMENT OF THE ARTS AND SCIENCES
INSTITUTE OF EUROPEAN CULTURE

ADAM MICKIEWICZ UNIVERSITY IN POZNAŃ

GNIEZNO EUROPEAN STUDIES — MONOGRAPH SERIES
VOL.  23

Any literary work which aims to reflect and convey contemporary realities is shaped by the author, the genre 
and the period in which the writer lives and works. One the one hand, Pliny the Elder was an encyclopaedist 
and historian, much devoted to the study of the realities of the time, and on the other a Roman official. The 
most productive period in Pliny’s life overlapped with the times of profound transformations, i.e. the reign of 
the Flavian dynasty. In that time two of his major treatises went public: the historical A Fine Aufidii Bassi and the 
encyclopaedic Naturalis Historia. The latter is thoroughly conceived and well-ordered; a treatise befitting the era 
of restoration of the Roman Empire and responding to the need for up-to-date knowledge. The image of Spain 
we obtain is entirely dependent on the adopted premises, structure and essence of the work, being shaped by the 
dry substance of the disquisition (sterilis materia), namely the physical world (Rerum natura, hoc est vita). 

Pliny derived his information from works of literature, documents of official nature and his own experience.  
He sought to revise and update the knowledge of Spain acquired in the course of his antiquarian studies. The 
physical geography of the Iberian Peninsula was presented from the perspective of an official. Pliny concentrated 
on units created by the administrative framework, i.e. provinciae, conventus and civitates, which thus governed 
the depiction of Spain’s physical geography. The author showed the ongoing process of political, administrative 
and cultural integration of Spain with the Empire. Also, he was the sole author of Antiquity to provide informa-
tion on Vespasian’s reorganisation of the status of Spanish cities. In his account, Vespasian is the creator of a uni-
form urban structure throughout the peninsula, which made him a continuator of Augustan policies. Pliny’s 
Laus Hispaniae is a homage to Spain for its contribution to the most important sectors of Roman economy. The 
author devoted most attention to agriculture, animal husbandry and exploitation of mineral resources. With 
respect to agricultural produce, he discussed grains, olive oil and vines. His attention focused primarily on the 
quite thoroughly Romanised Bettica and Hispania Citerior.   Pliny’s report concerning mineral resources shows 
Spain as an “ancient El Dorado”. Much of the conveyed information originated from the Pliny’s own experience 
as prosecutor, which he then supplemented with historical details, thus reflecting both his professional career 
and antiquarian studies. 
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