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XXII.  A  Letter  to  Dr.  William  Watfon,

F.  R.  S.  giving  fome  Account  of  the

Manna  'Tree  ,  and  oj  the  Tarantula  :  By

Dominico  Cirillo,  M.  D.  Profejfor  of

Natural  Hiftory  at  the  Univerfity  of

Read

i  7/0  .  J~\  warm  Neapolitan  climate  feemed

to  engage  your  curiofity,  to  know  the  particular  fails

relating  to  fome  of  them,  and  as  I  had  an  opportunity

of  examining  every  fpot  of  the  kingdom  of  Naples

and  Sicily,  in  the  year  1766;  I  fhall  try  to  com-

municate  to  you  the  obfervations  I  made  upon  two

very  curious  and  interefting  fubjedts,  viz.  the  Man-

na  tree  and  the  Tarantula.  My  misfortune  is,  that

I  have  not  my  papers  with  me,  which  would  have

enabled  me  to  give  you  a  more  full  and  fatisfadlory

account  ;  but,  however,  I  flatter  myfelf,  I  fhall  be
able  to  trace  out  what  is  more  eflential  and  material

to  the  purpofe.

The  Manna  tree,  commonly  called  Ormis  by  the
botanifts,  is  a  kind  of  alh  tree,  and  is  to  be  found
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under  the  name  of  Fraxinus  Ornus  ,  in  Linneus’  Sp.

Plant.  I  fhall  fay  but  very  little  concerning  the  botanic

difcription  of  this  tree,  becaufe  it  has  been  given  by  *

all  the  writers  ;  and  I  fhall  only  obferve,  that  this

kind  of  fraxinus  is  very  eafily  diftinguifhed  from  the

common  fraxinus  live  fraxinus  excclfior,  by  the  leaves,

which  are  round  at  the  top  ,  fubrotunda,  integerrima.

This  tree  very  feldom  grows  to  a  confiderable  height,

nor  does  it  acquire  a  confiderable  bulk  ;  in  general  it  is

from  i  o  to  20  feet  high,  the  trunk  is  commonly  of

5  or  6  inches  in  diameter,  and  the  branches  are  pretty

numerous,  and  irregularly  fpread  :  thefe  di  mentions,

however,  vary,  if  thefe  trees  are  not  crowded  together,

and  have  more  liberty  of  growth.  The  Manna  tree

is  common,  not  only  in  Calabria  and  Sicily,  but  alfo

on  the  famous  mountain  Garganus,  fituated  near  the

old  town  of  Sypontum  upon  the  Adriatic  j  and  is

mentioned  even  by  Horace  as  an  inhabitant  of  that

mountain,

“  Aut  Aquilonibus  querceta  Gargani  laborant
“  Aut  foliis  viduantur  Orni.

In  all  the  woods  near  Naples  the  Manna  tree  is  to  be

found  very  often  j  but,  for  want  of  cultivation,  it  never

produces  any  manna,  and  is  rather  a  fhrub  than  a
tree.  The  manner,  in  which  the  manna  is  obtained

from  the  Ornus,  though  very  Ample,  has  been  yet

very  much  mifunderftood  by  all  thofe  who  travelled

in  the  kingdom  of  Naples  ;  and  among  other  things

they  feem  to  agree,  that  the  bed  and  pureft  manna
is  obtained  from  the  leaves  of  the  tree  ;  but  this,

I  believe,  is  an  opinion  taken  from  the  dodlrine  of  the

antients,  and  received  as  an  inconteftable  obfervation,
without
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without  confulting  nature.  I  never  faw  fuch  a  kind,

and  all  thofe  who  are  employed  in  the  gathering
of  the  manna,  know  of  none  that  comes  from  the

leaves.  The  manna  is  generally  of  two  kinds  ;

not  on  account  of  the  intrinsic  quality  of  them

being  different,  but  only  becaufe  they  are  got  in
a  different  manner.  In  order  to  have  the  manna,

thofe  who  have  the  management  of  the  woods

of  the  Orni  in  the  month  of  July  and  Augufl,  when

the  weather  is  very  dry  and  warm,  make  an  ob-

long  incidon,  and  take  off  from  the  bark  of  the  tree

about  three  inches  in  length,  and  two  in  breadth  ;

they  leave  the  wound  open,  and  by  degrees  the

manna  runs  out,  and  is  almod  fuddenly  thickened  to

its  proper  confidence,  and  is  found  adhering  to  the  bark
of  the  tree.  This  manna  which  is  collected  in  bafkets,

and  goes  under  the  name  of  manna  grajfa,  is  put  in

a  dry  place,  becaufe  moid  and  wet  places  will  foon

diffolve  it  again.  This  firft  kind  is  often  in  large  irre-

gular  pieces  of  a  brownifh  colour,  and  frequently

is  full  of  duft  and  other  impurities.  But  when  the  people

want  to  have  a  very  fine  manna,  they  apply  to  the
incifion  of  the  bark,  thin  draw,  or  frnall  bits  of  fhrubs,

fo  that  the  manna,  in  coming  out,  runs  upon  thofe

bodies,  and  is  colledted  in  a  fort  of  regular  tubes,

which  give  it  the  name  of  manna  in  cannoli  ,  that
is,  manna  in  tubes  :  this  fecond  kind  is  more  edeem-

ed,  and  always  preferred  to  the  other,  becaufe  it  is
free  and  clear.  There  is  indeed  a  third  kind  of

manna,  which  is  not  commonly  to  be  met  with,  and

which  I  have  feen  after  I  left  Calabria  :  it  is  very

white,  like  fugar  j  but  as  it  is  rather  for  curiofity  than

for  ufe,  I  fhall  fay  no  more  of  it.  The  two  forts  of
H  h  2  manna
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manna  already  mentioned  undergo  no  kind  of

preparation  whatfoever,  before  they  are  exported  ;

fometimes  they  are  finer,  particularly  the  manna

grajfa  ,  and  fometimes  very  dirty  and  full  of  impuri-

ties  ;  but  the  Neapolitans  have  nointereft  in  adulterat-

ing  the  manna,  becaufe  they  always  have  a  great  deal

more  than  what  they  generally  export  >  and

if  manna  is  kept  in  the  magazines,  it  receives  often

very  great  hurt  by  the  Southern  winds,  fo  common  in

our  part  of  the  world.  The  changes  of  the  weather

produce  a  fudden  alteration  in  the  time  that  the

manna  is  to  be  gathered  ;  and,  for  this  reafon,  when

the  fummer  is  rainy,  the  manna  is  always  very  fcarca

and  very  bad.

With  regard  to  the  ufe  we  make  of  manna  in  the

practice  of  phyfic,  I  believe  it  is  of  very  little  con-

fequence  ;  for  it  cannot  be  employed  alone  as  a  ca-

thartic,  becaufe  you  muft  give  a  confiderable  dofe  in

order  to  obtain  a  tolerable  operation  ;  it  is  commonly

prefcribed  for  children,  who  fooner  take  it  becaufe  it

is  fweet,  and  fometimes  is  given  in  colds  and  coughs  :

the  generality  of  the  phyficians  at  Naples  often

give  manna  and  falts  to  keep  the  body  open  in  the

beginning  of  many  fevers,  in  which  there  is  a  foul-

nefs  of  the  primes  •vice.  We  do  not  give  any  pre-

ference  to  the  manna,  in  any  particular  cafe,  and

rather  confider  it  as  an  article  of  trade  than  a  very
ufeful  medicine.

After  this  fhort  account  of  the  manna,  according

to  my  promife,  I  fhall  give  you  a  little  of  die  hiftory
of  the  Tarantula,  becaufe  I  have  had  an  oppor-

tunity  of  examining  the  effects  of  this  animal,  in

the  province  of  Taranto,  where  it  is  found  in  great
abundance  :
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abundance  :  but  I  am  afraid  I  fhall  have  nothing,

more  to  fay,  than  that  the  furprizing  cure  of  the
bite  of  the  Tarantula,  by  mufic,  has  not  the  leaft

truth  in  it;  and  that  it  is  only  an  invention  of  the

people,  who  want  to  get  a  little  money,  by  dancing

when  they  fay  the  tarantifm  begins.  1  make  no
doubt  but  fometimes  the  heat  of  the  climate  contri-

butes  very  much  to  warm  their  imagination,  and

to  throw  them  into  a  delirium,  which  may  be  in

fome  meafure  cured  by  mulic  :  but  feveral  experi-
ments  have  been  tried  with  the  Tarantula;  and

neither  men  nor  animals,  after  the  bite,  have  had

any  other  complaint,  but  a  very  trifling  inflammation

upon  the  part,  like  thofe  produced  by  the  bite  of  a

fcorpion,  which  go  off  by  themfelves  without  any
danger  at  all.  In  Sicily,  where  the  fummer  is  flill

warmer  than  in  any  part  of  the  kingdom  of  Naples,
the  Tarantula  is  never  dangerous,  and  mufic  is  never

employed  for  the  cure  of  the  pretended  tarantifm.

It  is  no  doubt  very  extraordinary,  that  a  man  of  fenfe,

and  a  phyfician  of  great  learning,  as  Baglivi,  fhould
have  been  fatisfied  with  the  account  of  this  dis-

order  ;  and  that,  inflead  of  examining  the  fadt  by

experiments,  he  fhould  rather  have  tried  to  explain

it  :  but  even  philofophers  like  very  much  to  meet

with  wonderful  and  extraordinary  things,  and  though
they  are  againft  all  reafon,  flill  they  want  them  to
be  true,  and  endeavour  to  find  out  the  caufe  of  them.

Every  year  this  furprizing  dilorder  lofes  ground  ;

and  I  am  perfuaded,  that  in  a  very  little  while  it

will  entirely  lofe  its  credit.  The  Neapolitan  phy-

ficians  all  look  upon  the  Tarantula  in  the  fame  light,

particularly  after  the  ingenious  book  publifhed  on
this
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this  fubjeff,  by  the  learned  Dr.  Serao,  who,  by

various  experiments,  has  proved,  that  the  bite  of

the  Tarantula  never  produced  any  bad  effects,  and

that  mufic  never  had  any  thing  to  do  with  it.  The

natural  hiftory  and  the  defcription  of  this  fpider  is  fo

well  known,  that  I  think  it  quite  unneceffary  to  enter

into  any  farther  particulars  relating  to  it.

I  hope  I  (hall  be  able  to  fend  you,  in  a  few  months,

fome  of  my  obfervations  upon  mount  ./Etna,  and

feveral  curious  things  concerning  the  natural  hiftory,

both  of  Sicily  and  Calabria  j  I  am,  in  the  mean  time,

Your  mofl:  obedient

humble  fervant.

Dominico  Cirillo.

XXIII.  Obfer  -
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