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Introduction

• Collaboration to translate and edit
the first book of Cesalpino’s De
plantis Libris XVI & commentary

• No translation or edition before
• Very important text for the history

of botany + new relationship with
medicine

• Importance of the Aristotelian
context and philosophical
influences



Cesalpino (1524-
5 – 1603)



Historical context

• De plantis is a landmarck for plant morphology and above all for
plant classification: Cesalpino dismiss laymen knowledge and
uses of plants for botany + field practice: the variety and beauty of
plants is a sufficient reason to study them (cf preface)

• Influence from Theophrastus and Aristotle but at the same time
critical distance with ancient authorities

• Cryptical relationships with other Renaissance botanists
(especially Italian + Jean Ruel)



Emancipation of botany from medicine

• “But Dioscorides, as a physician, only accepted the classification
according to medical properties, on the account of which the saps, the
tears, the roots, the seeds, and the other parts of plants are ordinarily
looked for.” (Cesalpino 1583: Dedication letter V.)

• “I have considered it superfluous to add the medical properties; in fact,
these have been expounded by many authors, and above all, at great
length by Dioscorides and Galen” (ibid).

• “Finally, the differences that we are looking at here and which are a result
of specific nature, like the medicinal properties of plants, their taste and
other attributes in which physicians are primarily interested, are however
not constituent to the substance, even if they are somehow present per
se. » (ch. 14: §156)



Botanical influences
• Great influence on Modern botanists ( esp. Between 17th to end of 

19th c.)
• Hard to read: Philosophical aristotelician essay



Contents of the first book
Chapters English title

1 The properties and parts of plants
2 Nutrition
3 Development and growth: embryo, bud, shoot, and bark

4 Growth and development: heart, stem, soboles, and leaves

5 Vegetative reproduction
6 Seeds
7 Flowers
8 Fruits and seed coats
9 The pericarp
10 The parts dedicated to the protection of the fruit and fructification

11 The secondary parts
12 The four main genera and their divisions
13 Criteria for defining subgenera and species
14 Subdivisions based on the reproductive operation



Translation and edition

De Plantis Libri XVI (1583)



Translation and edition



Philosophical method 

• Cesalpino, original thinker or Aristotelian commentator?

• Quaestiones Peripateticae I, 1, 1C-E on the three steps of (Aristotelian) 
scientific method:  induction, division, definition

// Structure of Book I

• Method and conceptual framwork explicitely rooted in Aristotle

• Observations and conclusions go far beyond Aristotelian doctrines



Finalism, nature and God

First opus: 
feed & grow

Second opus: 
reproduce

PLANTS

Trees     Shrubs     Undershrubs     Herbs

Subgenera and species



Finalism, nature and God

• The finalist vocabulary is ubiquitous: gratia, datum est, tradidit... 
(with a lot of constructions taking the dative of advantage)

• The « giver » is never said to be God, but always nature

• Finalist metaphysics: the God of QP is that of Metaphysics Λ 8

• The substance/definition of a plant is reducible to how it fulfills its 
two natural aims



Analogies
Most frequent occurrence is the analogy with animals, since they share 
the natural opera of plants (feed, grow, reproduce)

1. Descriptive use: part x in plants has the same function as part y in 
animals, so we may better understand x by our knowledge of y

2. Heuristic use: If some part x is present in animals with a certain 
function f, which is also displayed in plants, then there must be in 
plants some part y analogous to x, even if it is not observable. 

E.g. : the heart in animal must have some analogon in plants



Analogies
3. Problematic use: animals differentiate suitable from non suitable
food thanks to their sensation. Plants nourish themselves suitably.
Therefore, plants ought to have some analogon to sensation.
But their lack of sensitive soul prevent them to have any kind of
sensation

➔Need of a new analogy: plants are
comparable to a oil-lamp, as they use
a kind of capillary filtration

➔The (classical) animal analogy + the
Aristotelian doctrines lead together to
a new, quasi-mechanistic perspective
on plants



Cesalpino’s classification

• 1st modern botany treaty: 
• -epistemological thoughts about classification
• -classification must be independant from medicine
• - based on multiple morphological features (esp. Flowers, seeds and 

fruits) >>> natural classification: coherent and stable
• However:
• -Theophrastus 4 great genera are the basis
• - importance of observation but aristotelian justifications and finalism 

(e.g. for the priority of flower and seeds)
• -no clear hierarchy or weighting of characteristics



Illustration in De 
Plantis Libri

• NO illustration (innovation)

• « He who assigns them a classification according to nature, finds himself at the 
greatest ease, security, and advantage of all for memorising as well as observing 
[their] properties. […] The inquiry pursued according to this way of ordering plants 
has the effect that a shorter description is sufficient, for we are not forced to 
repeat for individual [plants] what is common to the whole genera; and thus is 
gained from this short description such a solid knowledge that a picture could not
produce a more certain one: indeed a picture does not show all the differences, as 
words can.” (Cesalpino 1583: Dedication letter V.)

• >>> methodological choice: a good description is better

• “[my work will] contain a very clear enquiry on plants, unadulterated by inventions, 
as is often observed with printed pictures » (ibid VII)

• >>> Images can be misleading and not exhaustive

• A species can be deduced from the description of its genus



Cesalpino dried 
herbarium
• 760 species collected between 1553 

and 1563
• The drying conservation method 

between sheets was invented by Ghini
• A specimen collected on the field is 

more faithfull than an illustration
• Cesalpino’s Herbarium is one of the 

six oldest conserved, not the oldest or 
the biggest but clearly the most 
scientific because it follows DPL 
classification 



Cesalpino’s 
Physiology

• Contribution to blood circulation discovery 
(with Harvey)

• Theory of plant nutrition and growth in a more 
mecanical/empirical fashion, circulation of the 
ascending and descending sap

• >>> sense of observation but no real 
experimentation

• Anatomical theory of interlocking tissues layers 
in plants (bark, wood, pit) and their properties 
in all parts: « deductive » physiology but influent 
till Linnaeus



Conclusions

• DPL is a landmarck for botany because of 
Cesalpino’s sense of observation: 
morphology and natural classification by 
affinities

• Classificatory characteristics should 
exclude medicinal properties

• Criticism of the Authorities
• Empirical dimension & « proto mecanism »
• At the same time: strong aristotelian 

influence
• Speculative theories/use of analogies
• >>> turning point towards modern science
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