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Unit 2: Nature

Oxford English Dictionary definition of nature removed
due to copyright restrictions. See: OED.com.

http://oed.com/view/Entry/125353


Unit 2: Nature

(1a) Are humans part of nature?  Are they distinct from nature?  
Do they make nature?

(1b) Are living things, in particular species, changing or 
unchanging?

(2) Science and commerce



The Nature of Nature
Ancient Natural History: from Aristotle to Pliny
The Middle Ages: Reconciling God, Aristotle, 
and Personal Experience
Science and Wonder: When Did Natural 
History Become Scientific? 

Overview



Nature: Presence and Permeability

Photo courtesy of MarkyBon on Flickr.

Photo courtesy of BBCworldservice on Flickr.

http://www.flickr.com/photos/markybon/17292885/
http://www.flickr.com/photos/bbcworldservice/3503495893/


Nature: Subsistence and Knowledge



Science?



Supernatural 
Nature?



What Is the Matter of Nature?
Photo courtesy of Blaž Vizjak on Flickr. Photo courtesy of kevindooley on Flickr.

Photo courtesy of Snap® on Flickr. Photo courtesy of Loving Earth on Flickr.

http://www.flickr.com/photos/blazvizjak/2540260237/
http://www.flickr.com/photos/snapr/484776585
http://www.flickr.com/photos/gauri_lama/2672901420
http://www.flickr.com/photos/pagedooley/2511369048/


Aristotle:

Actual vs. Potential

Matter vs. Form

Photo courtesy of davidjthomas on Flickr.

Photo courtesy of mattfoster on Flickr.

http://www.flickr.com/photos/davidjthomas/1473448350/
http://www.flickr.com/photos/mattfoster/2775079713/


Image of “History of Animals, Books I-III,” Aristotle, 
removed due to copyright restrictions. 

Photo of a chambered 
nautilus removed due to 
copyright restrictions. 

Photo of an octopus 
removed due to copyright 
restrictions. 



Nutritive: plants
Sensitive: animals
Rational: humans

Mortal or immortal?

The Soul



Cyclops?

Do species change?

Image of “The First Fossil 
Hunters Paleontology in 
Greek and Roman Times,” 
Adrienne Mayor, removed 
due to copyright 
restrictions. 

Photo courtesy of IslesPunkFan on Flickr.

http://www.flickr.com/photos/islespunkfan/3951008593/


Empire, Commerce, and Knowledge



Ptolemy, Map of the World, c. AD 150



Reviewed 2000  books
20,000 facts

Marvels and mundane

Pliny the Elder
Natural History
 c. AD 70



Pliny the Younger
“Letter to Cornelius Tacitus,” 

c. AD 79

Curiosity and description
Catalogue facts
Theorizing
Networks of trade and 
information
Ambivalent about nature-
human question

Key Points:



Loss and Preservation

Diascorides,
De Materia Medica



Islam and the 
Continuation of the 
Greco-Roman Tradition

Map of the Islamic Empire, ca. 750, removed due to
copyright restrictions. See: islam_750.jpg.

http://www.islamproject.org/images/islam_750.jpg


Europe, c. 1000

Map of Europe ca. 1000 
removed due to copyright 

restrictions. 



How to reconcile 
God, Nature, and 
Aristotle?

Multiple Causes



The Journal of 
John Winthrop,

1630-1649

Scan of the journal of 
John Winthrop removed 

due to copyright 
restrictions. Text



John Eliot, 1647

Image of “The Day-Braking, 
if not The Sun-Rising of 
the Gospell With the 
INDIANS in New-England” 
removed due to copyright 
restrictions. 

A scan from a printing of “The 
Day-Braking, if not The Sun-
Rising of the Gospell With the 
INDIANS in New-England” 
removed due to copyright 
restrictions. 



Educated in Padua, 
Cologne, Paris 
Extensive commentaries on 
Aristotle -- 8000 modern 
pages 
On Animals -- 1800 pages 
-- adds his own zoological 
descriptions and theories 

Albert the Great 
(c. 1193-1280)



Frederick II, “stupor mundi”

Map of Europe ca. 1200 
removed due to copyright 

restrictions. 



Frederick II: 

Extensive contact with Islamic leaders and scholars 

Michael Scottus, at his court, translates Aristotle’s History of 
Animals from Arabic “Kitāb al-Hayawān” -- he may actually 
have poached from Jewish scholars and Hebrew sources 

Master Theodore of Antioch, at his court, translates treatise of 
an Arab falconer, Moamyn 

Frederick amended and republishes Aristotle’s work 

Wrote his own book on falconry 

Falconry: translating 
across time

and place



The Art of Falconry: Theory and Practice



“We discovered by hard-won experience that the deductions 
of Aristotle, whom we followed when they appealed to our 

reason, were not entirely to be relied upon, more particularly 
in his descriptions of the characters of certain bird.” 

Frederick II on 
Aristotle:

Respect and 
Skepticism



Medieval Bestiaries: Mythology, Symbolism

















Curiosity about the natural world
Great skill with description and theorizing
Natural world still infused with myth and meaning

Key Points:



16th century Dutch traders: 
Brazil, Africa, India, Spice 
Islands, Japan
New products of commercial 
and medicinal value
Needed consensus about 
description and classification

Cook’s Claim: This fueled the 
emergence of an objective, 
materialist, fact-based 
(modern) natural history

The Birth of Science?

Image of “Matters of Exchange 
Commerce, Medicine, and Science in the 
Dutch Golden Age,” Harold J. Cook 
removed due to copyright restrictions. 



Next time:
Collecting and Classifying

* Bring an object or two to class *



MIT OpenCourseWare 
http://ocw.mit.edu 

STS.003 The Rise of Modern Science 

Fall 2010 

For information about citing these materials or our Terms of Use, visit: http://ocw.mit.edu/terms. 

http://ocw.mit.edu
http://ocw.mit.edu/terms

