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ABSTRACT

Theophrastus of Eressus (371-286 BC) is widely recognised as the founder of Botany and the co-founder, together with Aristotle, of the science of Biology. Theophrastus studied at a young age in Plato’s Academy in Athens where he was acquainted with Aristotle. It is suggested that since then (355 BC) the two friends and colleagues were never separated. They travelled to Assos, Lesbos, Macedonia (Pella, Mieza and Stagira) and returned to Athens in 335 BC, to found the Peripatetic School in the Lyceum.

In his botanical writings (Περι Φυτων Ιστοριας - Περι Φυτων Αιτιων), Theophrastus makes a total of 903 direct and distinct geographical citations, which correspond to a total of 314 different entries (geographical terms) that can be grouped further to a total of 243 geographical ‘entities’. Most of his geographical information is contained in 4 (out of the 9) books of HP (particularly books 4 and 9 on phytogeography and ethnobotany).

Theophrastus’ Science is undoubtedly global, as any true science should be. His universal perspective is illustrated by numerous examples. Theophrastus world is certainly centred around Greece and Asia Minor but it also includes a North African belt, much of southern Europe, the Middle East while extending eastwards to Persia and India. In Theophrastus’ works, numerous plants are given a geographic epithet denoting the origin of the particular taxon usually in comparison with other, more or less similar but discreet taxa (‘genera’ according to Theophrastus). In several cases of cultivated plants, the geographical epithet denotes the provenance of a landrace or a cultivar.

Theophrastus deals with Plant Science in a masterly, scientific way by: a. critically quoting the accumulated botanical knowledge of Classical Antiquity, b. processing information furnished by trained informants, professional people or simply laymen and c. personal experience through his own observations and travels. In regard to the latter, he was obviously familiar with significant parts of Lesbos, Troad, Macedonia and Attica while a year-long trip to either Arcadia or Egypt cannot be ruled out.
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