
Earth Sciences
In the nineteenth century, geology emerged as a distinct academic discipline. It pointed the 
way towards the theory of evolution, as scientists including Gideon Mantell, Adam Sedgwick, 
Charles Lyell and Roderick Murchison began to use the evidence of minerals, rock formations 
and fossils to demonstrate that the earth was older by millions of years than the conventional, 
Bible-based wisdom had supposed. They argued convincingly that the climate, flora and fauna 
of the distant past could be deduced from geological evidence. Volcanic activity, the formation 
of mountains, and the action of glaciers and rivers, tides and ocean currents also became 
better understood. This series includes landmark publications by pioneers of the modern earth 
sciences, who advanced the scientific understanding of our planet and the processes by which it 
is constantly re-shaped.

De corporibus marinis lapidescentibus quæ defossa reperiuntur
In 1747 the Roman publisher Venantius Monaldinus produced a Latin edition of two early works 
proposing the animal origins of fossils (reproduced here from the 1752 printing). The first, 
originally entitled La vana speculazione, first appeared in Italian in 1670. Its author, Agostino 
Scilla (1629–1700), was a skilled artist who painted fresco cycles in several churches in his native 
Sicily. From examining the fossils found in the strata on either side of the Strait of Messina and 
observing sedimentation in rivers, he deduced that not only molluscs but even the mysterious 
glossopetrae (actually fossilised sharks’ teeth) were the remains of living organisms. The second 
essay, by Fabio Colonna (1567–1640), a Neapolitan botanist who corresponded with Galileo, 
appeared in 1616 as part of a longer Latin treatise, and also argues for the organic origins of 
glossopetrae. The book is illustrated by engravings of fossil and living marine animals.
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Cambridge University Press has long been a pioneer in the reissuing of out-of-print titles from 
its own backlist, producing digital reprints of books that are still sought after by scholars and 
students but could not be reprinted economically using traditional technology. The Cambridge 
Library Collection extends this activity to a wider range of books which are still of importance to 
researchers and professionals, either for the source material they contain, or as landmarks in the 
history of their academic discipline.

Drawing from the world-renowned collections in the Cambridge University Library and other 
partner libraries, and guided by the advice of experts in each subject area, Cambridge University 
Press is using state-of-the-art scanning machines in its own Printing House to capture the content 
of each book selected for inclusion. The files are processed to give a consistently clear, crisp image, 
and the books finished to the high quality standard for which the Press is recognised around 
the world. The latest print-on-demand technology ensures that the books will remain available 
indefinitely, and that orders for single or multiple copies can quickly be supplied.

The Cambridge Library Collection brings back to life books of enduring scholarly value (including 
out-of-copyright works originally issued by other publishers) across a wide range of disciplines in 
the humanities and social sciences and in science and technology. 
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University Printing House, Cambridge, cb2 8bs, United Kingdom

Cambridge University Press is part of the University of Cambridge. 
It furthers the University’s mission by disseminating knowledge in the pursuit of 
education, learning and research at the highest international levels of excellence.
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This book reproduces the text of the original edition. The content and language reflect 
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