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On Writing a Reference Work

‘It is a difficult task to give novelty to what is
old, authority to what is new, brilliance to the
commonplace, light to the obscure, attraction to the
stale, credibility to the doubtful... Accordingly, even if
we have not succeeded, it is honourable and glorious in
the fullest measure to have resolved on the attempt...
Consequently by perusing about 2000 volumes, very few
of which, owing to the abstruseness of their contents,
are ever handled by students, we have collected in 36
volumes 20,000 noteworthy facts obtained from one
hundred authors that we have explored, with a great

number of other facts in addition that were either
ignored by our predecessors or have been discovered
by subsequent experience. Nor do we doubt that there
are many things that have escaped us also; for we are
but human, and beset with duties, and we pursue this
sort of interest in our spare moments, that is at night—
lest any of your house should think that the night hours
have been given to idleness’ (Gaius Plinius Secudus—
ak.a. Pliny the Elder—in the Preface (sections 15-18) to
his c. AD 77 Natural History; translation from the original
Latin by Rackham 1949: 10-13).
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