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A Critical Comparison of Two Secondary Sources
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Introduction
This essay serves the function of comparing and contrasting two specific papers: Nancy Siraisi’s article on ‘Anatomizing the Past: Physicians and History in Renaissance Culture’ published in Renaissance Quarterly in 2000[footnoteRef:1], with Alisha Rankin’s chapter ‘Telling time through medicine: A gendered perspective’ from the book Gendered Temporalities in the Early Modern World edited by Marry E. Wiesner-Hanks and published in 2018[footnoteRef:2]. Indirectly, this leads us also to explore two ideas: how medicine in the Early Modern period was approached specifically by men and women, and how it played a role in the transmission of history. [1:  Nancy Siraisi, ‘Anatomizing The Past: Physicians And History In Renaissance Culture’, Renaissance Quarterly, 53.1 (2000), 1-30 <https://www.jstor.org/stable/2901531>  [accessed 24 September 2025].]  [2:  Alisha Rankin, ‘Telling Time Through Medicine A Gendered Perspective’, in Gendered Temporalities In The Early Modern World, ed. by Merry E. Wiesner-Hanks (Amsterdam: Amsterdam Press University, 2018), pp. 95-114 <https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctv5qdfst.7> [accessed 24 September 2025].] 


Context
The Early Modern period was crucial for the transformation of the natural world thought, reworking older traditions of knowledge, its impact on humanism development, the study of nature, and the transmission of knowledge[footnoteRef:3].  [3:  Anthony Grafton and Nancy G. Siraisi, Natural Particulars: Nature And The Disciplines In Renaissance Europe, 1st edn. (Cambridge, Mass: MIT Press, 1999), pp. 3-6.] 

Siraisi, a Professor Emeritus of History, discusses the various ways in which physicians participated in the writing and transmission of history. It is apt to say that, for Siraisi, her discussion is placed within the context of history and medicine.
On the other hand, the context for Rankin’s discussion is time as a metric indicator. Rankin, an Associate Professor of History at Tufts University, places her focus on a more practical level, reviewing the different ways physicians considered and utilized the measurement of time, as well as how significant were specific times for the practice of medicine. In addition, Rankin makes a clear distinction about how medicine and time were viewed and practiced by women, on the one hand, and by men on the other. 
Both papers are directed towards and academic audience and aimed for research purposes, and both are placed within the cultural period of the late humanism Renaissance, when key writings like the Hermetic texts and classical Neoplatonism were translated, reviving Plato's philosophy. This essentially led to a re-evaluation of the soul's place in the cosmos[footnoteRef:4].  [4:  Nicholas Campion, A History Of Western Astrology. The Medieval And Modern Worlds. Volume II (London: Continuum, 2009), pp. 85-86.] 

Siraisi is distinguished for her work and contributions to the history of medicine, particularly Renaissance. She received her Ph.D. in History from the Graduate Center, City University of New York, in 1970, and after being Professor of History at the Hunter College and The Graduate Center for more than thirty years, she retired from teaching in 2003[footnoteRef:5]. She has also authored books in her expertise domain, such as Medieval and Early Renaissance Medicine (1990) and History, Medicine, and The Traditions of Renaissance Learning (2007)[footnoteRef:6], as well as numerous articles. Siraisi has also worked in projects on the context of natural philosophy and its Aristotelian elements throughout her scholarship[footnoteRef:7]. [5:  Nancy Siraisi. Nancy Siraisi Wins MacArthur Award, [podcast], CUNY Podcasts, 10 November 2008, <https://www1.cuny.edu/mu/podcasts/2008/11/10/nancy-siraisi-wins-macarthur-award/> [accessed 12 October 2025].]  [6:  MacArthur Foundation, Nancy Siraisi Historian Of Medicine (2008, 2015) <https://www.macfound.org/fellows/class-of-2008/nancy-siraisi> [accessed 12 October 2025].]  [7:  Nancy Siraisi, ‘A Life Of Learning The 2010 Charles Homer Haskins Prize Lecture’, ACLS Occasional Papers, 67 (2010), American Council of Learned Societies, New York, p. 13, <https://www.acls.org/resources/occasional-papers/>  [accessed 12 October 2025].] 

Rankin teaches Early Modern European History, History of Science and Medicine, Women’s History[footnoteRef:8], and the History of the Body and Sexuality. In 2005 she received her Ph.D. in the History of Science from Harvard University. She is also the author of various articles and the book Panaceia’s Daughters: Noblewomen as Healers in Early Modern Germany (2013). The focus of her work is on the history of pharmacy and experiment, poison antidotes, panaceas, and the role of testing and testimony in early medicine, as well as the role of women in early medicine[footnoteRef:9]. [8:  Rankin, Telling Time Through Medicine, p. 114.]  [9:  Tufts University, School Of Arts And Sciences, Alisha Rankin Professor, History (2025) <https://as.tufts.edu/history/people/faculty/alisha-rankin>  [accessed 12 October 2025].] 


Summary
The main purpose of Siraisi’s paper is to explore the ways in which Renaissance physicians contributed to the writing of the history of medicine and history as a whole. It is indeed apt to say that medicine and history were interrelated. As Albury says, ‘the history of medicine was part of medicine itself; it was the business of physicians’[footnoteRef:10].  [10:  W. R. Albury, ‘Broadening The Vision Of The History Of Medicine’, Health And History, 7.1 (2005), 2-16 (p. 2) <https://www.jstor.org/stable/40111511> [accessed 24 October 2025].] 

And we can see how other scholars, for example Yuri Rudnev, have written pieces of historical inquiry, where an autobiography can serve as a means to understand Renaissance scientific knowledge by looking at it into different cultural and historical contexts, including medicine[footnoteRef:11].  [11:  Yuri Rudnev, ‘Renaissance Medicine, Magic, And Alchemy In Benvenuto Cellini’s Vita’, Enthymema (Milano), 11.11 (2014), pp. 25-43 <DOI: 10.13130/2037-2426/4566> [accessed 25 September 2025].] 

At the beginning of her paper, Siraisi explicitly discloses the questions she intends to answer with her paper: ‘What aspects of Renaissance medicine resonated with the contemporary understanding of history or historical method? What kinds of history did medical doctors write? And what kinds of doctors wrote history?’[footnoteRef:12] [12:  Siraisi, ‘Anatomizing The Past’, p. 3.] 

When it comes to Rankin, in my view, her paper studies two main things in parallel: the role of gender in the conception of medical time (as metric unit), and the various notions of iatric time by female medicine practitioners, particularly in relation to the female body. Women were indeed taught to experience the world through the body, instincts, and senses[footnoteRef:13].  [13:  Joanna Kostylo, ‘Contested Devotions: Space, Identities And Religious Dissent In The 
Apothecary’s Home’, in Domestic Devotions In Early Modern Italy, ed. by Maya Corry et al., (Leiden: Brill, 2019), pp. 408-435 (p. 415) <http://www.jstor.com/stable/10.1163/j.ctvbqs499.24> [accessed 24 October 2025].] 

The heart of her investigation is centred on the exchange of letters between Dorothea of Mansfeld and Anna of Saxony. She also explains the overall conception of medical time in the Renaissance and some key factors that were considered, such as seasons, age, course of disease, religion, and astrology, ‘the turning of the stars and planets’[footnoteRef:14]  which was entrenched in the humoral system and the idea of a microcosm. Furthermore, she contrasts medical time between learned people and nonspecialists.  [14:  Rankin, Telling Time Through Medicine, p. 99.] 

Rankin does not formulate elucidates these topics to bring them into sharper focus.

Core Analytical Comparison
Both papers have a similar methodology, suggesting that the past survives as knowledge through the evidence we find today, and by agreeing to interpret it as a true reflection of the events, people, or ideas that actually existed back in that culture period[footnoteRef:15]. [15:  Perez Zagorin, ‘History, The Referent, And Narrative: Reflections On Postmodernism Now’, History And Theory, 38.1 (1999), 1-24 (p. 16) < https://www.jstor.org/stable/2505313> [accessed 24 October 2025].] 

Siraisi investigates the ways Renaissance physicians participated in the writing of history, by exploring various aspects of the culture of that time in relation to the practice of medicine. Her work content is broad in that sense. 
Rankin, on the other hand, discloses a more precise inquiry, considering gender as a pivotal factor in outlining the ways medicine practitioners used and viewed various concepts of time. 
It is possible to say that both historiographic papers may be rooted on a relativist ontology and epistemology of history based on what could be seen as social constructionism. In this case, reality (and worldview), one could argue, is constructed in relation to the culture of the time and place, and studying historical narratives can help gain knowledge about it. Both appear to be engaged with phenomenology. Rankin has a more specific focus on the philosophy of women, and she may be employing interpretivism combined with social constructivism as philosophical perspective by inquiring how gender can determine certain roles in Renaissance medicine culture. Siraisi’s paper appears to be an interpretivist historical research.
Using interpretivism and descriptivism as methodology, Siraisi presents a cornucopia of primary and secondary sources to defend her arguments. According to Siraisi, some of the means used by the Renaissance authors in the participation of the making of medicine history include biographies, commentaries and narratives on the works of key medical figures from the past – works that often crossed the boundaries of the medicine into other fields that were part of the culture of that time in Europe – and the recording of their own medicine cases. 
Siraisi also argues that critique and rhetoric would prove to be of exceptional importance in understanding the culture of the late Renaissance[footnoteRef:16]. She uses primary sources by deriving her own interpretations from them (rather than just quoting) and reinforces it with commentaries and references from other scholars of her time. The richness and depth of her article is outstanding, and she presents enough arguments to support her point. Adrian Blau says that it is possible to reduce uncertainty in research, by gathering a broad spectrum of valid data from diverse sources[footnoteRef:17].  [16:  Siraisi, ‘Anatomizing The Past’, p. 16, 21.]  [17:  Adrian Blau, ‘Uncertainty And The History Of Ideas’, History And Theory, 50.3 (2011), 358-372 (p. 358) <https://www.jstor.org/stable/41300100> [accessed 24 October 2025].] 

In my view at the present moment, however, there was not a clear linear structure to a specific means. The nature of the paper’s inquiry was not as specific as Rankin’s. The paper also lacked subtitles, and was written as a single undivided piece (which appears to be the style at that time, based on other papers read for this essay).
For Rankin, who also relied on interpretive and descriptive methodology, using secondary and primary sources to create a solid historical foundation, her main arguments come from specific primary sources – namely, the correspondence between two female medicine practitioners – used as direct testimonies for understanding the female notions of time. She focuses on women’s body processes, such as pregnancy and childbirth, since she intends to explore the notion of time as embodiment, which she argues is associated with the female gender[footnoteRef:18]. This makes her paper structure logical and easy to follow. [18:  Rankin, Telling Time Through Medicine, p. 97.] 

Both authors make specific references to astrology as being fundamental in the practice of medicine in the Renaissance, but Rankin goes deeper into it by also using visual primary sources – two pictures of the ‘zodiac’ man coming from almanacs which she obtained from the Wellcome Library London – to depict the relationship of astrology to the body[footnoteRef:19]. We understand that astrological time was crucial in the practice of medicine, embedded in the worldview of the culture, and part of the cosmology of that time. Liana Saif says that ‘astrology and medicine are homocentric sciences concerned with man and his circumstances’, mentioning how it seems to determine ‘all aspects of appearance, gender, and personality traits’, but also how it served a crucial role on the practice of medicine, both diagnosis and treatment’[footnoteRef:20]. [19:  Rankin, Telling Time Through Medicine, pp. 100-101.]  [20:  Liana Saif, ‘The Arabic Theory Of Astral Influences In Early Modern Medicine’, Renaissance Studies, 25. 5 (2011), 609-626 (p. 614) <DOI: 10.1111/j.1477-4658.2011.00742.x> [accessed 25 September 2025].] 

Siraisi, who has a longer curriculum than Rankin given the difference of age, employs a writing style which, the first time I read the paper, appeared overly academic. Reference notes from primary sources, as an example, are in their original language (e.g. Latin). Siraisi herself translated most texts. Rankin, who in her chapter also references primary sources whose original language differs from English, does not add the reference comment in their original language. This shows that Siraisi employs a more traditional writing style. 
Additionally, in Siraisi’s paper there were abundant “unusual” terms, such as prolegomena, syllogistic, pseudepigrapha, or doxographical. Nevertheless, her work is profoundly rich in content and academic value. Rankin herself quotes Siraisi in her paper:
As Nancy Siraisi has noted, medical authors in the early Renaissance felt justified in criticizing Galen’s medical  astrology for its lack of sophistication[footnoteRef:21]. [21:  Rankin, Telling Time Through Medicine, p. 99.] 

This specific citation by Rankin of Siraisi's remarks serves as a powerful validation of the arguments Siraisi makes in the very paper we're analysing. This detailed engagement, coupled with Rankin's use of at least three of Siraisi’s works, strongly affirms Siraisi's established and respected scholarship. 
Another interesting contrasting point is that Siraisi’s paper is focused on the tales from male physicians, while Rankin has an explicit focus on female medicine practitioners.
Overall, both papers have their specific strengths. Siraisi presents more than enough arguments to prove her main idea. The amount of primary source material, and the way she articulates them on her own words, is solid, logical, and very convincing. But after a certain point, it becomes informative. 
In the case of Rankin, I can argue that one of the main strengths is how clear her paper is, following a linear clear structure. While the author’s work outside this paper has a focus on women in medicine, one does not get a sense of bias in this paper. However, the main evidence is based on the correspondence of two women, which could be seen as limited for validating her point. 
Rankin presented a conclusion section in which she listed some counterarguments to her own inquiry and questioned whether gender is really relevant as a category of time notion, while asserting that gender may play a relevant function in the definition of the roles for the practitioner[footnoteRef:22]. Siraisi did not present a specific conclusion section, but closed her review by showing how relevant was the connection between medicine and history, together with other fields such as philosophy, which, she argues, did not seem of great interest to many scholars, and by prompting the inclusion of medicine learning in the understanding of Renaissance intellectual history[footnoteRef:23]. [22:  Rankin, Telling Time Through Medicine, p. 109.]  [23:  Siraisi, ‘Anatomizing The Past’, p. 26.] 


Conclusion
The study of these two 	publications can help us conclude that the role of time in medical discourse can be seen as twofold: it functions both as a precise metric for marking critical events and as a crucial framework for historical and cultural contextualization. The comprehensive study of Renaissance medicine history, therefore, yields a far clearer understanding that extends beyond the medicine field to illuminate its culture as a whole, encompassing philosophies, prevailing beliefs and societal roles, among others. The conclusions drawn from the two preceding papers strongly features this synthesis. 
Additionally, the specific moment of publication of academic research papers can be an important indicator reflecting the dominant social and humane concerns of that period, alongside the contemporary trends guiding research methodology and academic discourse.
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