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A critical comparison of two secondary sources 
	This essay compares Nancy Siraisi's paper 'Anatomizing the Past: Physicians and History in Renaissance Culture',[footnoteRef:1] published in Renaissance Quarterly 53, no. 1 in 2000 with Alisha Rankin's essay 'Telling Time through Medicine: A Gendered Perspective,' published in 2018 as a chapter within a book called Gendered Temporalities in the Early Modern World, edited by Merry E. Wiesner-Hanks.[footnoteRef:2] This comparison will examine how each writer understands Renaissance experiences and perceptions of time; what they think constitutes medicine during the Renaissance and consequently how they view the role of astrology within Renaissance medicine.  [1:  Nancy Siraisi, 'Anatomizing the Past: Physicians and History in Renaissance Culture,' Renaissance Quarterly 53, no. 1 (2000) pp 1-30]  [2:  Alisha Rankin, 'Telling Time through Medicine: A Gendered Perspective,' Gendered Temporalities in the Early Modern World, ed. Wiesner-Hanks, (Amsterdam University Press, 2018.) pp. 95-114] 

	Nancy Siraisi, Distinguished Professor Emeritus of the City University of New York, uses this paper to propose that the role of Renaissance physicians as historians and the role of history in Renaissance medical culture is a subject warranting more structured and thorough study. Within the paper she argues that Renaissance physicians both read history and wrote history; they studied it, and they shaped it.[footnoteRef:3] She uses multiple case studies of primary sources to construct her argument. Siraisi says that Renaissance physicians were interested in history because it was particularly valued within Renaissance culture[footnoteRef:4] and additionally, 'strong ties bound medicine to historia naturalis.'[footnoteRef:5] However, she also asserts that Renaissance physicians contributed to history through writing about the history of medicine, translating and writing treatises on ancient medical texts, writing biographies of renowned former physicians and sometimes dealing with history in a more general sense. Alisha Rankin, Professor and Department Chair of History at Tufts University, writes this essay to introduce and include the female perspective on medical time; she primarily cites letters of correspondence between two noblewomen healers, whose lifetimes collectively span 1493-1585, to construct her argument that women attempted 'to understand and pin down embodied time.'[footnoteRef:6] She notes that noblewomen stood at an interesting intersection of lay and learned culture.[footnoteRef:7] Rankin argues that women used botanical seasons, bodily rhythms and daily routines to construct an understanding of medical expectations such as predicting due dates of childbirth.[footnoteRef:8] Both writers deal with concepts of time in their essays but their writing reveals different perspectives, which this comparison will now highlight.  [3:  Nancy Siraisi, 'Anatomizing the Past: Physicians and History in Renaissance Culture,' Renaissance Quarterly 53, no. 1 (2000) p2]  [4:  Siraisi, 'Anatomizing the Past, p3]  [5:  Ibid. p3]  [6:  Alisha Rankin, 'Telling Time through Medicine: A Gendered Perspective,' Gendered Temporalities in the Early Modern World, ed. Wiesner-Hanks, (Amsterdam University Press, 2018.) p95]  [7:  Rankin, 'Telling Time through Medicine. p. 104]  [8:  Ibid. pp 109, 110] 

	Siraisi proposes that time in Renaissance culture was increasingly experienced as linear and objective whilst Rankin infers that the experience of time was more subjective and cyclical. Siraisi writes of a notable shift in historical awareness amongst physicians of the late fifteenth century and a growing importance of chronology, which she links to 'the increasing role of narrative in medicine'[footnoteRef:9] She claims that prior to the fifteenth century typical scholastic medicine was unaware of or indifferent to chronology.[footnoteRef:10] However, she states that when leading physicians in the fifteenth century started to keep more accounts, descriptions and records of patients, treatment recommendations, cures and causes of illness, it became more important to record what happened chronologically over time. Michael J Sauter corroborates a new focus on horology at this time in his essay Clockwatchers and Stargazers: Time Discipline in Early Modern Berlin, saying that 'the introduction of mechanical public clocks to European cities during the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries made clock time a daily experience for increasing numbers of people.'[footnoteRef:11] However, Rankin contends that 'In early modern Europe time measured by clocks was still nascent, and the concept of an 'objective time' was murkier in both medical theory and medical practice.'[footnoteRef:12] The murky practice of time is something that Elizabeth S Cohen also echoes.[footnoteRef:13] Rankin proposes that in addition to horological time there were additional systems of time that fed into the experience and management of medicine in early modern Europe and she adds astrological, seasonal and liturgical time to the picture. She claims that horological time was 'merely part of the background'[footnoteRef:14] and that for most people time continued to be structured according to the cycles of seasons, stars and religious holidays.[footnoteRef:15]  The difference between Siraisi and Rankin's approach to time could be explained by the gender perspective and by the different perspectives of learned versus lay people. Siraisi's focus is on the scholars of the day and their influence on the medicine in the intellectual world[footnoteRef:16] She only cites male sources and acknowledges that the illustrious of the time tended to be men. Rankin grants that 'the prescriptive voices tended to be male'[footnoteRef:17] That said, Elizabeth S Cohen claims that how time was observed and experienced was shared across status and for men and women alike.[footnoteRef:18] A comparison of these two essays alone suggests that Renaissance learned men were starting to approach time in a more objective way, due to an increased focus on particulars but perhaps also due to the proliferation of clocks, but that the experience of the passage of time for lay people and for women remained tied to the cycles of the body, the seasons and the stars. This differing perspective on time between Siraisi and Rankin, objective and linear versus subjective and cyclical, reveals a related difference in their attitudes to what Renaissance medicine consisted of and whether astrology played a role within it. [9:  Nancy Siraisi, 'Anatomizing the Past: Physicians and History in Renaissance Culture,' Renaissance Quarterly 53, no. 1 (2000) p6]  [10:  Siraisi. 'Anatomizing the Past.  p4]  [11:  Michael J Sauter - Clockwatchers and Stargazers: Time Discipline in Early Modern Berlin - The American Historical Review (Oxford University Press, 2007) p. 686]  [12:  Alisha Rankin, 'Telling Time through Medicine: A Gendered Perspective,' Gendered Temporalities in the Early Modern World, ed. Wiesner-Hanks, (Amsterdam University Press, 2018.) p. 97]  [13:  Elizabeth S Cohen, Times Told. Women narrating the everyday in early modern Rome. Gendered Temporalities in the Early Modern World, ed. Wiesner-Hanks, (Amsterdam University Press, 2018.) p. 133]  [14:  Alisha Rankin, 'Telling Time through Medicine: A Gendered Perspective,' Gendered Temporalities in the Early Modern World, ed. Wiesner-Hanks, (Amsterdam University Press, 2018.) p. 97]  [15:  Rankin, 'Telling Time through Medicine. p. 97]  [16:  Nancy Siraisi, 'Anatomizing the Past: Physicians and History in Renaissance Culture,' Renaissance Quarterly 53, no. 1 (2000) p. 1 and p. 10]  [17:  Alisha Rankin, 'Telling Time through Medicine: A Gendered Perspective,' Gendered Temporalities in the Early Modern World, ed. Wiesner-Hanks, (Amsterdam University Press, 2018.) p103]  [18:  Elizabeth S Cohen, Times Told. Women narrating the everyday in early modern Rome. Gendered Temporalities in the Early Modern World, ed. Wiesner-Hanks, (Amsterdam University Press, 2018) pp.17 & 133] 

	Rankin views astrology as embedded in medicine, and in learned medicine specifically, but Siraisi sees it as a separate discipline to medicine and only briefly mentions it in her essay, even whilst advocating that the study of Renaissance intellectual history should broaden to incorporate 'medical learning in all its varieties fully therein.'[footnoteRef:19] Siraisi concludes that history is part of Renaissance medicine but evidently not astrology. [footnoteRef:20] Rankin does not mention history in relation to medicine but does explain how the understanding of the functioning of the human body was tied to the seasons, the stars and the planets meaning that the cyclical nature of time was observed closely in matters if illness.[footnoteRef:21] Whilst Siraisi does relay that Cardano was interested in how disease might be embedded in cycles of the cosmos she does not explore this further. Siraisi acknowledges a similarity between astrology and medicine in their analysis of the past, their understanding of people and their predictions of future outcomes but she markedly sees astrology as apart from medicine and uses Cardano as an example of a Renaissance physician that did the same. She introduces Thomas Boudier of Rouen as a more typical medical astrologer who drew up astrological charts of the positions of the planets for the time of the onset of illness and then observed the unfolding of the illness accordingly. Siraisi tells us that Boudier documented the histories of 'more than fifty patients, a number of them in humble rural occupations.'[footnoteRef:22] but she does not tell us how many were wealthy and learned. Rankin, on the other hand, claims that 'in Renaissance medical scholarship, the microcosm of the human was embedded in a macrocosm of time' [footnoteRef:23] and she uses a 'zodiac man' from a portable folding almanac from 1451-81 as evidence.  Rankin argues that the 'zodiac man' was featured in learned medical texts.[footnoteRef:24] In fact, Rankin proposes that the importance of the influence of the stars could be seen as where learned and lay medicine overlapped.[footnoteRef:25] Chris Gosden, Professor of European Archaeology at the University of Oxford, records that 90% of the 80,000 records left by astrologers Simon Forman (1552-1611) and Richard Napier (1559-1634) relate to clients' questions about illness, which would support Rankin's assertions of the importance of astrology for medicine.[footnoteRef:26] In 2004 Siraisi conceded that astrology on occasion had a well-defined place in medicine but continued to maintain that its role has been overclaimed.[footnoteRef:27] The difference of opinion on the role of astrology in medicine between Siraisi and Rankin could be due to a different understanding of what medicine is or was. Back in 1992, David Pingree asked how we should define science within a historical context, given the different cultural understanding of each period of history. He proposed this: 'Science is a systematic explanation of perceived or imaginary phenomena, or else is based on such an explanation' [footnoteRef:28]and went on to say that according to this definition astrology, amongst other disciplines, must be seen as a 'science.'[footnoteRef:29] In 2012, Siraisi admitted the plurality of disciplines that may be accorded to early modern medicine saying, 'for the period from the fifteenth to the early seventeenth century it may be doubtful as to whether one can speak in the singular of “medicine” any more than of “science.''[footnoteRef:30] Siraisi's opinion in 2000 that astrology was separate to the medicine in Renaissance culture does not endure until more recent times, however, even in 2012, Siraisi would disagree with Rankin's proposal that astrology was embedded in Renaissance medicine.  [19:  Nancy Siraisi, 'Anatomizing the Past: Physicians and History in Renaissance Culture,' Renaissance Quarterly 53, no. 1 (2000) p 26]  [20:  Nancy Siraisi, 'Anatomizing the Past: Physicians and History in Renaissance Culture,' Renaissance Quarterly 53, no. 1 (2000) p 26]  [21:  Alisha Rankin, 'Telling Time through Medicine: A Gendered Perspective,' Gendered Temporalities in the Early Modern World, ed. Wiesner-Hanks, (Amsterdam University Press, 2018.) p99]  [22:  Nancy Siraisi, 'Anatomizing the Past: Physicians and History in Renaissance Culture,' Renaissance Quarterly 53, no. 1 (2000) p 8]  [23:  Alisha Rankin, 'Telling Time through Medicine: A Gendered Perspective,' Gendered Temporalities in the Early Modern World, ed. Wiesner-Hanks, (Amsterdam University Press, 2018.) p 95]  [24:  Rankin, 'Telling Time through Medicine. p 100]  [25:  Ibid.  p 101]  [26:  Chris Gosden, The History of Magic From Alchemy to Witchcraft, from the Ice Age to the Present, (UK, Penguin Books, 2021) p. 374]  [27:  Nancy G. Siraisi, Medicine and the Renaissance World of Learning, Bulletin of the History of Medicine, Vol. 78, No. 1 (US, The Johns Hopkins University Press, Spring 2004) p 30]  [28:  David Pingree, Hellenophilia versus the History of Science in Isis Vol 83, No. 4 (Chicago, University of Chicago Press on behalf of The History of Science Society, Dec. 1992) p. 559.]  [29:  Pingree, Hellenophilia versus the History of Science p. 559.]  [30:  Nancy G. Siraisi, Medicine 1450-1620, and the History of Science, Isis, Vol 103, No. 3 (University of Chicago Press on behalf of The History of Science Society, Sept. 2012) p 495] 

	In conclusion, a comparison of these two essays yields interesting differences of opinion in terms of Renaissance experiences of time and what Renaissance medicine consisted of. Siraisi's earlier paper from 2000, which has a more learned and male focus, shows a bias for more scientific logic and objectivity, the reserve of the more dominant historical voice; whilst Rankin's more recent paper introduces the perspective of women and lay people and allows for more subjectivity and consequently multiple cyclical experiences of time. The former originally wholly dismissed the role of astrology as part of Renaissance medicine whilst the latter sees it as a core element. Contrasting these two essays exposes the fact that the modern experience of time, and a current understanding of what medicine as a discipline is, are insufficient constructs through which to attempt to understand medicine in Renaissance times.
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