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Giornata mondiale della biodiversità

In occasione della Giornata Mondiale della Biodiversità (22 maggio)

e del Fascination of Plants day (18 maggio), l’Università di Trieste  

aderisce all’iniziativa della Società Botanica Italiana (SBI), che ha

organizzato le giornate della “SBI-odiversità – Conoscere il nostro  

Capitale Vegetale”, un evento condotto su tutto il territorio  

nazionale per tornare ad osservare le piante sul campo e  

condividere i saperi botanici.

Il corso, sincrono per tutta Italia, si articolerà con una prima  

giornata di attività teorica in modalità remota (20 maggio 2022),  

curata a livello nazionale dal gruppo di lavoro di Floristica,  

Sistematica ed Evoluzione della SBI

To commemorate the adoption of the text of  

the Convention on Biological Diversity on 22  

May 1992, the United Nations proclaimed  

the International Day for Biodiversity to  

increase understanding and awareness of  

biodiversity issues. This year, International  

Biodiversity Day is dedicated to the theme  

“Our Food, Our Health and Our Biodiversity”.  

The aim is to highlight the importance of  

biodiversity for all people on the planet, the  

impact that a lack of nature conservation can  

have on food security and human health, the  

actions we can and must all take, every day  

of the year, to conserve, restore and  

equitably share nature and the myriad  

benefits it provides to humans
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https://www.isprambiente.gov.it/it/evidenza/giornata-mondiale-della-biodiversita/giornata-mondiale-della-biodiversita-1
https://www.cbd.int/doc/legal/cbd-en.pdf
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The Biodiversity Heritage Library

BHL improves research methodology by  
collaboratively making biodiversity literature  

openly available to the world as part of a global  
biodiversity community.

https://www.biodiversitylibrary.org/


A riddle
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The «Columbian exchange»

Alfred W. Crosby, The Columbian Exchange. Biological  
and Cultural Consequences of 1492 (1972)

“Crosby’s book […] became one of the foundational texts for the field of  
environmental history, which emerged in the U.S. in the 1970s.
Mainstream historians gradually took notice too, and by the 1990s the
notion of the Columbian Exchange had worked its way into several  
textbooks on American and world history […] Crosby framed a new  
subject. He pursued the issue of ecological factors in his 1986 book  
Ecological Imperialism, which looked at some other parts of the world,  
including Australia and New Zealand, and argued for a systematic,  
asymmetrical impact of biological exchange which helped Europeans
dominate much of the world in recent centuries” (J. R. McNeill, Foreword
to the 30th anniversary edition)
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Columbian exchange (animals)

From America To America

Turkey Horses (donkeys, mules)

Bison Pigs

Salmon Sheeps

Jaguar Cattle

Alpacas Goats

Llamas Camels

Viruses and bacteria* Viruses and bacteria**

** Measles, smallpox, influenza,
mumps, typhus, and whooping
cough, yellow fever, malaria

* Syphilis, tubercolosis
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Not only a set of phenomena relating to the material world, but also a major cultural  
shock and the origin of a centuries-old debate, revolving around the relationship
between antiquity and modernity, the ‘Ancients’ – classical Pagans and Judeo-Christians
– and the ‘Moderns’ – neo-classical or neo-scolastic or reformed Christians or neo-
pagans, sceptics, deists and atheists.
An intense, continuos dialogue between ancient knowledge transmitted by recovered  
ancients texts.
In the case of natural sciences, for example:

- Aristotle’s Τῶν περὶ τὰ ζῷα ἱστοριῶν (Historia animalium, 4th century BC)
- Theophrastus’ Περὶ φυτῶν ἱστορία (Historia plantarum, between c. 350 BC and c. 287  
BC in ten volumes)
- Dioscorides’ Περὶ ὕλης ἰατρικῆς (Materia Medica, 1st century A. D.)
- Pliny the Elder's Naturalis Historia (1st century AD)
- Nicolaus of Damascus’ Περὶ φυτῶν (De plantis, 1° century BC)
-Galen‘s Τέχνη ἰατρική, De arte medica, De simplicium medicamentorum temperamentis  
et facultatibus (2nd century AD)

In the case of ‘social sciences’ and history: Herodotus and Tacitus

• Rosario Romeo, Le scoperte americane nella coscienza italiana del Cinquecento (1954)

• Antonello Gerbi, La natura delle Indie Nuove. Da Cristoforo Colombo a Gonzalo Fernandez de Oviedo (1973)



Otto Brunfels (1488-1534), Herbarum vivae  
eicones , Strasbourg, 1530, 1532, 1536  
(woodcuts by Christoph Weiditz, a new  
technical standard). From 135 to 260  

botanical essences of medical interest,  
mostly German. Ancient authors and  

personal observation. Linnaeus called him  
the 'father of modern botany'.
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Rembert Dodoens (1517-1585),  
Cruydtboeck [Book of herbs], 1554,  

Flemish botanist and doctor; a  
pharmacopoeia, with various editions and  
French and English translations, one of the  

most important botanical works of the  
late 16th century, popular thanks to his  

use of the vernacular rather than the Latin

12



Gonzalo Fernández de Oviedo (1478-1557 )

Sumario de la natural historia de las Indias (1526); Historia general de las Indias (1535)
In Santo Domingo from 1514 to 1523, hwe was the first to study and describe, with great accuracy, many species of animals and plants
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https://repositorios.cihac.fcs.ucr.ac.cr/cmelendez/bitstream/123456789/573/1/SumarioNaturalHistoriaIndias.pdf
https://bibliotecadigital.aecid.es/bibliodig/es/consulta/registro.cmd?id=728


In Ramusio, Delle Navigationi et Viaggi, Venetia, 1556, vol. III
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Illustrazioni da Oviedo
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Illustrazioni da Oviedo in Ramusio
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Girolamo Benzoni, La historia del mondo nuovo, Venezia, 1565
(nei Caraibi, in Florida, in Messico, in Perù dal 1541 al 1556)

«Come in alcune altre provincie di questi nuovi paesi, vi sono certi arboscelli non  
troppo grandi, a modo di canne, che producono una foglia di forma come quella  
della noce, però più tosto maggiore, della quale da’ paesani (dove si costuma) è  
tenuta in grandissima stima et da gli schiavi pregiata assai, i quali hanno condotti  
gli Spagnuoli d’Etiopia. Essendo adunque queste foglie di stagione, le colgono, et  
legate in mazzi dove fanno fuoco le sospendano sin’a tanto che siano ben secche,  
et quando le vogliano usare pigliano una foglia di spiga del lor grano, et  
mettendovi dentro una di quelle altre, le avolgono come un cannone insieme, poi  
da un lato v’appiccano fuoco e tenendo l’altra parte in bocca tirono il fiato a loro,  
onde quel fumo va in bocca, in gola et nella testa, et quanto posson tolerare, lo  
sopportano havendone piacere, e tanto s’empieno di questo fumo crudele, che  
vanno fuori del sentimento; et vi sono di quegli che tanto forzatamente lo  
pigliano, che cadono in terra come se fossero morti, et quivi stanno la maggior  
parte del giorno storditi, o della notte. […] Vedete che pestifero et malvagio  
veleno del diavolo è questo. A me è accaduto spesse volte, andando per la  
provincia di Guattimalla et Nicaraqua, entrare in casa di qualche Indiano che  
presa haveva quest’erba che in lingua mesicana è chiamata tabacco…»
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Nicolás Monardes, Primera y segunda y  
tercera partes de la historia medicinal de  
las cosas que se traen de nuestras Indias  

Occidentales, 1574
20



Monardes’ English  
translation by  

John Frampton

Joyfull newes out of the new-
found worlde : wherein are  
declared, the rare and  
singuler vertues of divers  
herbs, trees, plantes, oyles &  
stones, with their  
applications, as well to the  
use of phisicke as of  
chirurgery ... Also the  
portrature of the said hearbs,  
London, 1596 (digital copy at 
the Biodiversity Heritage 
Library)
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https://www.biodiversitylibrary.org/item/31924#page/1/mode/1up


Monardes, Spanish physician and botanist, devoted  
16 pages to tobacco, one of the first New World  
plants extensively used in Europe during the 16th  

century; 60 different European books dealt with it  
and another 350 were published during the first half  

of the 17th century. Monardes named tobacco  
Nicotiana after his friend Jean Nicot who was French  

Ambassador to Lisbon and was said to have  
introduced tobacco to the French court where it soon  

became popular

22



Don Garcia de Horta [1501-1568), Coloquios
dos simples e drogas da India, 1563

(https://purl.pt/22937, Biblioteca Digital Nacional de Portugal;  
https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/bpt6k854046k/f2.item,  

Gallica)

Of Hebrew-Spanish origin, then Christianised, he studied
'natural philosophy' and medicine in Spain, repaired to
Portugal, taught natural philosophy in Lisbon, became
physician to King John III, embarked for India in 1534, wrote
the Colóquios dos Simples e Drogas e Cousas Medicinais da

Índia in 1563, first treatise on tropical medicine: «I have a
great desire to know about the medicinal drugs (such as are
called the drugs of pharmacy in Portugal), and these other
remedies and simples which there are here, as well as all
the fruits and pepper [spices]. I would like to learn their
names in all the different languages, as also the countries
where they grow, and the trees or plants which bear them,
and likewise how the Indian physicians use them.
Furthermore, I would like to know about some of the other
plants and fruits of this land, even if they are not medicinal,
and also some of the customs of this country and the things
that happen therein.” He founded a botanical garden in
Bombay, where experimented with the cultivation of plants
from Europe or India, but also from China and Iran.
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https://purl.pt/22937


Don Garcia de Horta [1501-1568],  Tractado 
de las drogas, y medicinas de las  Indias 
Orientales, con sus Plantas  debuxadas al 
biuo por Christoual de Acosta  medico y 

cirujano que las vio ocularmente,  Burgos,
1578
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Due libri dell'historia de i semplici, aromati et altre cose, che  
vengono portate dall' Indie orientali pertinenti all’uso della  
medicina. Parte prima. Diuisa in libri 4. Di don Garzia  
dall'Horto medico portughese con alcune breui annotationi di  
Carlo Clusio. Et due altri libri parimenti di quelle cose che si  
portano dall'Indie Occidentali; di Nicolò Monardes medico di  
Siuiglia. Hora tutti tradotti dalle loro lingue nella nostra  
italiana da m. Annibale Briganti, in Venetia, appresso
Francesco Ziletti, 1582 (Biodiversity Library)

https://www.biodiversitylibrary.org/item/30644#page/1/mode/1up
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John Gerard (1545-1612), The Herball or
General Historie of Plants (1597)

https://www.biodiversitylibrary.org/item/109874#page/1/mode/1up
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http://www.biodiversitylibrary.org/item/109874#page/1/mode/1up


José de Acosta, Historia natural  
y moral de las Indias, 1590
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Hendrik Van Reede, Hortus  
Indicus Malabaricus,  

continens regni Malabarici  
apud Indos celeberrimi  
omnis generis plantas  

rariores, 1678-1693, 12 vols.  
in-folio

Hendrik Adriaan van Rheede tot  
Drakenstein was a Dutch military man,  
colonial administrator of the Dutch East  
India Company, and a naturalist. Between  
1669 and 1676 he served as a governor of  
Dutch Malabar and employed twenty-five  
people on his book Hortus Indicus  
Malabaricus, describing 740 plants in the  
region
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Engelbert Kaempfer  
(1650-1716),

Amoenitatum exoticarum  
politico-physico-

medicarum Fasciculi V,  
1712 (parte V, Flora  

japonica)

German naturalist, physician, explorer  
and writer, secretary to the second  
Swedish embassy to Russia and  
Persia, then chief surgeon to the VOC,  
known for his tour of Russia, Persia,  
India, Southeast Asia, and Japan  
between 1683 and 1693
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p. 110: «Soccus lanosus  
[…] solidum quoque ac  
copiosum dat  
nutrimentum, quo cito  
[rapidamente]  
stomachus satiatur,  
unde optime labioriosis  
convenit hominibus»

Georg Eberhard Rumphius,
Herbarium Amboinense, 1741

G. E. Rumpf (1628-1702), of German origin, enlisted in  
the VOC, sailed for Batavia in 1652 and remained in

Amboina as a soldier, merchant until the end of his life.
He was perhaps the greatest Dutch naturalist of the  

East Indies; “invaluable historic source for the study of  
biological diversity” (Buenz et al. 2005)

“Tabula Trigesima  
Secunda Ramum  
exhibet arboris , quae  
Soccus Lanosus  
Rumphio, Soccun capas  
vulgo vocatur”
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John Ellis (1710-1776), A  
Description of the Mangostan  

and the Bread-fruit (1775)
(https://www.biodiversitylibrary.org/bibliograp 

hy/152706; 
https://catalogue.nla.gov.au/Record/4879987)

Mangosteen, mangostano. “Several parts  
of the mangosteen tree are used for  
medicinal purposes in traditional Asian  
pharmacopeias (China, Thailand, India, in  
particular). The skin of the fruit, the  
leaves of the tree, and the heart of its  
wood are, for example, used to relieve  
abdominal pain, treat diarrhea, infections,  
inflammation, allergies, depression, and  
skin disorders”.
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https://www.biodiversitylibrary.org/bibliography/152706
https://catalogue.nla.gov.au/Record/4879987


John Bevans’ box for plant transport: «a  
box, as has been found by experience  

capable of preserving very tender  
plants in great health and vigour during  

a very long and tedious voyage”
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Two designs of wired boxes  
for bringing over plants  

from the East Indies. No. 1  
for sowing of seeds, no. 2  
for planting young trees,  

specimen by John Burnham  
carpenter
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Collecting, exporting and transplanting: globalising the routes of  
food and medical plants, the «botanical exchange», the «neo-

Columbian exchange, 1760-1945»
• The «deep history of biotic exchange» (DeLoughrey 2007)
• The «diaspora of plants»
• Science, colonialism and empire: colonial bioprospecting and cross-

fertilizing the world
• Commodification of nature
• Medical interests: botanical gardens
• Commercial interests, extra-American, extra-European and intra-Asian

transplants: cassava (manioca), coffee, spices, breadfruit, opium, tea
• Monoculture, extinction of local crops, lack of diversification,

«monoculture of the plantocracy»
• The “plant nursery”: colonial science, tropical botany, globalization of

the Pacific islands and West Indies slavery
• Landscape architecture
• Significant case-studies: Joseph Banks & William Bligh’s breadfruit  

transplant to Jamaica; Robert Fortune in post- Opium War China and  
the «Wardian case», 1830



Bounty’s mission (1787-89): transport breadfruit plants from Tahiti to British sugar  
plantations in the Caribbean to provide food for slaves, replace cassava, yam and plantain  

enhance slaves’ welfare and deflect revolution
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Breadfruit (Artocarpus incisa), Rex Nan Kivell Collection, National Library of  
Australia, nla.obj-135498865



Da John Ellis, A  
Description of the  

Mangostan and the  
Bread-fruit (1775)
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«A Branch of the Breadfruit Tree The Principal Support of the Natives of the South Sea  
Islands”, from George Alexander Cooke, Universal Geography, 1801
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American tropical food plants
(indigenous or derived from African trade routes)
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Yam (or igname)

Cassava or manioc

Plantain (a variety of  
banana) Akee, or Blighia sapida (Jamaica  

national fruit)

Taro



Tcha, tea

Tea cultivation in Darjeeling
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Robert Fortune (1812-1880)
•Three Years’ Wanderings in the  
Northern Provinces of China  
(1847)
• A Journey to the Tea Countries
of China (1852)
• A Residence Among the Chinese
(1857)
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Robert Fortune, a «plant hunter», the «Wardian case», «The clever  
glass box that reshaped the world»; the “Wardian age of botany”
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Quinine (cinchona officinalis)

South American tree native to wet montane forests in  
Colombia, Ecuador, Peru and Bolivia, between 1600-1700  
meters above sea level: a product of evangelization [Jesuits’  
bark, or the Popish powder, properties discovered in 1620-
1630] and empire
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Botanical gardens, botanical collecting, landscape gardening

1) The oldest botanical gardens in the world:

 Pisa, 1544

 Padova, 1545

 Firenze, 1545

 Valencia, 1567

 Bologna, 1568

 Leipzig, 1580

 Jena, 1586

 Leiden, 1590

 Montpellier, 1593

 John Gerard (1545-1612) in Holborn, London, 1596

 Copenhagen, 1600

 Kew, 1626

 Jardin du Roi (poi des Plantes), Paris, 1626

2) Colonial botanical gardens

 Cape of Good Hope, 1650

 Dutch Malabar, 1664

 Batavia, 1677

 British isle of St. Vincent, 1764

 Calcutta, 1786

 Penang, 1800

 Trinidad, 1817

 Buitenzorg (Java), 1817

 Kandy (Ceylon), 1821

 Singapore, 1822



Plinio il Vecchio, Naturalis
historia [77-78 d. C.; editio
princeps 1469], Aldus, 1536
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Da Gian Biagio Conte, «L’ inventario del mondo. Ordine e  
linguaggio della natura nell'opera di Plinio il Vecchio», p. xi

« [una] rassegna delle caratteristiche ‘prodigiose e incredibili’ di certi popoli d’oltremare,  

che avrà tanta fortuna nel Medio Evo e oltre, e trasformerà la geografia in un baraccone  

di fenomeni viventi. (Gli echi si prolungheranno anche nei resoconti dei viaggi veri, come  

quelli di Marco Polo). Che le lande sconosciute alla frontiera della Terra ospitino esseri  

alla frontiera dell’umano, non deve far meraviglia: gli Arimaspi con un occhio solo in

mezzo alla fronte, che contendono le miniere d’oro ai grifoni; gli abitanti delle foreste di  

Abarimon, che corrono velocissimi con i piedi girati a rovescio; gli androgini di Nasamona  

che alternano l’uno o l’altro sesso quando s’accoppiano; i Tibii, che in un occhio hanno  

due pupille e nell’altro la figura d’un cavallo. Ma il grande Barnum presenta i suoi numeri  

più spettacolosi nell’lndia, dove si possono incontrare una popolazione montanara di  

cacciatori con la testa di cane; e un’altra di saltatori dall'unica gamba, che per riposare  

all’ombra si coricano innalzando l'unico piede come un parasole; e un’altra ancora di  

nomadi dalle gambe a forma di serpente; e gli Astomi privi di bocca, che vivono  

annusando profumi»



Carl Linnaeus (1707-1778), Systema  
naturae (1735) (Kingdoms, classes,  

orders, genera, and species) 49



Linnaeus’ taxonomy of the animal kingdom
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1st edition, 1735: 4 varieties

2nd edition, 1740 and following editions

10th edition, 1758
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George-Louis Leclerc, count Buffon (1707-1788): history  
against system

From 1739 Intendant of the Jardin du Roi,  
which he enriched considerably with plants  
coming from all over the world. His major work  
was the Histoire Naturelle, générale et  
particulière, in 36 volumes that appeared from  
1749 to 1789, 8 of which were posthumous  
thanks to the work of Bernard Lacépède.
Buffon criticised Linnean taxonomy and was not  
a systematic. His contribution was not so much  
scientific, although he noted the similarities  
between humans and apes and the possibility  
of a common genealogy and he introduced a  
new classification method called ‘binomial’  
(genus-species), but consisted mainly in  
spreading the idea of the continuous flow of  
nature and nurturing a taste for natural history,  
thanks to the enormous popularity, the  
iconographic value and the prestige of his opus  
magnum. The Histoire naturelle was translated  
into English, German, Italian, Russian, Swedish
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History and encyclopædia

• Buffon’s Histoire naturelle was realised  
by a team of 70 collaborators and  
appeared in 36 volumes :

• 3 volumes in 1749 : De la manière
d’étudier l’histoire naturelle followed by  
Théorie de la Terre, Histoire Générale des  
animaux and Histoire Naturelle de  
l’homme

• 12 volumes on quadrupeds (1753 to  
1767)

• 9 volumes on birds (1770 to 1783)
• 5 volumes on minerals (1783 to 1788),  

the last including Traité de l’aimant, the  
last work published by Buffon in his  
lifetime

• 7 volumes of supplements (1774 to  
1789), including Époques de la nature  
(from 1778).
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Buffon was responsible for the theory  
according to which all life in the New  
World, particularly North America, was  
degenerate - weaker, smaller and  
feebler - than life in the Old World. The  
so-called theory of ‘New World
degeneracy’ drew controversial  
responses from Thomas Jefferson and  
continued to be debated for nearly 100  
years, in scientifc, literary and political  
circles. Eventually the degeneracy  
argument died; but it did not die an  
easy death (Antonello Gerbi, La disputa 
del Nuovo Mondo. Storia di una  
polemica 1750-1900, 1955)
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