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A Critical Comparison of Two JSTOR Papers
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Introduction
This essay critically compares two JSTOR papers: Nancy Siraisi’s 'Anatomizing the Past: Physicians and History in Renaissance Culture', an article published in Renaissance Quarterly in 2000,[footnoteRef:1] and Alisha Rankin’s 'Telling time through medicine: A gendered perspective', a chapter in the 2018 compilation Gendered Temporalities in the Early Modern World.[footnoteRef:2] This essay will begin with a brief description of the two papers and their respective authors, as well as the publications in which these articles appeared. It will then define the keywords ‘astrology’ and ‘culture’ before summarizing how the papers address the topics in relation to time and the medical profession in early modern history.  [1:  Siraisi, Nancy. 'Anatomizing the Past: Physicians and History in Renaissance Culture', Renaissance Quarterly, 53.1 (2000), pp. 1-30 <DOI: 10.2307/2901531>.]  [2:  Rankin, Alisha, 'Telling time through medicine: A gendered perspective', in Gendered Temporalities in the Early Modern World, ed. by Merry E. Wiesner-Hanks (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2018), pp. 95-114 <DOI: 10.1515/9789048535262-005>.] 


Anatomizing the Past with Nancy Siraisi
'Anatomizing the Past’ was the 1999 Josephine Waters Bennett Lecture and was published in 2000 by Cambridge University Press in the Renaissance Quarterly, the official publication of the Renaissance Society of America. Renaissance Quarterly features articles from a variety of disciplines as they appeal to the Renaissance and its afterlife.[footnoteRef:3] Other articles included in the Spring 2000 issue of Renaissance Quarterly address topics like sexuality, typology and women’s genealogy, humanism and scholasticism, and Galileo’s telescope.[footnoteRef:4] At the time of the article’s publication, Nancy Siraisi was a historian of medicine and a professor of history at Hunter College and the Graduate Center at the City University of New York.[footnoteRef:5] [3:  The Renaissance Society of America, About RQ [n.d.] <https://www.rsa.org/page/AboutRQ> [accessed 23 October 2023].]  [4:  ‘Front Matter', Renaissance Quarterly, 53.1 (2000), pp. i-vii (p. iv) <https://www.jstor.org/stable/29015301> [accessed 23 October 2023].]  [5:  John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation, Nancy Siraisi (August 2015) <https://www.macfound.org/fellows/class-of-2008/nancy-siraisi#searchresults> [accessed 23 October 2023].] 

This article focuses on the role of Renaissance physicians in reading and writing history, as well as the intellectual nature of medicine and medical culture. Siraisi explores the topics of humanism, narrative history, and astrology as they apply to the medical profession in shaping history.[footnoteRef:6] In ‘Anatomizing the Past’, Siraisi expects the reader to have a level of familiarity with Renaissance history and medical culture. For example, when she introduces Latin words like vera narratio, quaestio, scientia or ars, Siraisi does not define them for the reader.[footnoteRef:7] She does, however, define other terms that may be more obscure, like consilia—‘recommendations for treatment, not case histories’[footnoteRef:8]—but assumes the reader already knows what ‘pseudepigrapha’, ‘doxographical literature’ and ‘medical desiderata’ are, without further explanation.[footnoteRef:9] Siraisi relies heavily on primary sources from the fifteenth- to early-seventeenth centuries, incorporating several texts translated from Italian, French, and Latin; she uses English translations in the body of the article and refers to the original-language text in footnotes. She cites several secondary sources as well, including seven publications she has authored.[footnoteRef:10] [6:  Siraisi, 'Anatomizing the Past: Physicians and History in Renaissance Culture', p. 1-2.]  [7:  Ibid. p. 4.]  [8:  Siraisi, 'Anatomizing the Past: Physicians and History in Renaissance Culture', p. 6.]  [9:  Ibid. p. 11.]  [10:  Ibid. p. 30.] 


Telling Time with Alisha Rankin
'Telling time through medicine: A gendered perspective' is a chapter in an interdisciplinary anthology titled Gendered Temporalities in the Early Modern World, published by Amsterdam University Press in 2018, almost two decades after Siraisi’s article. This book examines the concept of time as experienced through gender and other categories of difference in early modern history[footnoteRef:11] and is separated into three parts: Part I is titled ‘Temporality and materiality’, Part II is ‘Frameworks and taxonomy of time’ and Part III is ‘Embodied time’. Rankin’s article can be found in Part II.[footnoteRef:12] At the time of publication, Rankin was an associate professor of history at Tufts University. Much of her work centers on women and early European medicine.[footnoteRef:13] [11:  Amsterdam University Press, Gendered Temporalities in the Early Modern World (2018) <https://www.aup.nl/en/book/9789462984585/gendered-temporalities-in-the-early-modern-world> [accessed 23 October 2023].]  [12:  ‘Table of Contents', in Gendered Temporalities in the Early Modern World, ed. by Merry E. Wiesner-Hanks (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2018), pp. 5-6 (p. 5) <DOI: 10.2307/j.ctv5qdfst.2>.]  [13:  Rankin, p. 114.] 

This article focuses on the role of gender as it relates to medical time in early modern Europe, paying particular attention to aristocratic women’s lived experience of time through daily routine and bodily processes like menstruation. In her description of women’s duty of calculating the timing of childbirth, Rankin states that ‘putting a needle in the calendar gives a physicality to the abstract calculations’.[footnoteRef:14] She discusses overlapping systems of time and argues that women were intentional in their attempt to ‘pin down’ embodied time, both literally and figuratively.[footnoteRef:15] She does this using primary sources, primarily written correspondence between the German countess Dorothea of Mansfeld (1493-1578) and her friend and patron, Electress Anna of Saxony (1532-1585). To illustrate the use of astrology in medical texts in early modern times, Rankin utilizes two photographs of zodiac men found in almanacs, one from the late-fifteenth century and the other from the sixteenth century.[footnoteRef:16] Rankin makes greater use of secondary sources in her article, as they make up the bulk of her bibliography. She also cites three of her own publications, as well as two of Siraisi’s publications[footnoteRef:17] (which Siraisi herself also cited in ‘Anatomizing the Past’).[footnoteRef:18] [14:  Ibid. p. 108.]  [15:  Ibid. p. 95.]  [16:  Ibid. pp. 100-101.]  [17:  Rankin, p. 112.]  [18:  Siraisi, 'Anatomizing the Past: Physicians and History in Renaissance Culture', p. 30.] 


Astrology
While neither of the JSTOR articles being compared holds astrology—‘the assumption that the celestial bodies contain significance for affairs on earth’[footnoteRef:19]—as their primary focus, they both highlight its importance from a historical perspective. Rankin does so through the intersection of astrological time with medical time and Siraisi through the intersection of astrology with medicine. Rankin refers to astrology several times throughout her paper, almost exclusively as it applies to the gendered experience of time, noting how various systems of time overlap or intersect; she gives examples of seasonal, liturgical, horological, and astrological time, among others.[footnoteRef:20] She makes note of the astrological ‘zodiac man’ featured in medical texts like the portable medical reference vade mecum as an example of ‘[t]he embeddedness of the human microcosm in the macrocosm of the universe’,[footnoteRef:21] which mirrors Fred Gettings’ definition of astrology: ‘The study of the relationship between the macrocosm and the microcosm, which in (materialistic terms) is often defined as the study of the influence of the celestial bodies on the Earth and its inhabitants’.[footnoteRef:22] [19:  Campion, Nicholas, ‘Defining Astrology in Ancient and Classical History’, in SEAC 2011 Stars and Stones: Voyages in Archaeoastronomy and Cultural Astronomy, ed. by F. Pimenta and others (Oxford: Archaeopress, May 2015), pp. 84-89 (p. 84).]  [20:  Rankin, p. 95.]  [21:  Ibid. p. 100.]  [22:  Gettings, Fred, The Arkana Dictionary of Astrology (London: Penguin Arkana, 1985), p. 52-53.] 

Siraisi refers to astrology several times in her article as well, but in the context of its historical significance related specifically to the physician’s profession. She briefly mentions that there is a parallel between medical men and the zodiac men[footnoteRef:23] and that astrology, similarly to the practice of medicine, ‘regularly made use of retroactive analysis and historical or biographical narrative as well as prediction’,[footnoteRef:24] connecting astrology to one of her main ideas of narrative as an important piece of Renaissance medical history. Siraisi uses examples to illustrate the varying roles astrology played in the lives of early modern physicians. Girolamo Cardano, for example, would draw up horoscopes of acquaintances and historical figures like Jesus Christ, but he seems to have kept his work as a physician separate from his work as an astrologer. Thomas Bodier of Rouen, on the other hand, bridged his work as a physician and as an astrologer through medical astrology, as he created horoscopes to document patients’ cases from the onset of illness through their eventual recovery or death.[footnoteRef:25] Although she does not go in depth in her analysis of Renaissance physicians’ use of astrology, Siraisi does note that ‘their medical or astrological expertise shaped ideas about history.’[footnoteRef:26] [23:  Siraisi, 'Anatomizing the Past: Physicians and History in Renaissance Culture', p. 5.]  [24:  Ibid. p. 8.]  [25:  Ibid. p. 8]  [26:  Ibid. p. 2.] 


Culture
In his Keywords, Raymond Williams introduces three descriptive categories of usage for the word ‘culture’: (1) ‘a […] process of intellectual, spiritual and aesthetic development’; (2) ‘a particular way of life, whether of a people, a period, a group, or humanity in general’; and (3) ‘the works and practices of intellectual and especially artistic activity’.[footnoteRef:27] Siraisi’s discussion of the medical culture of Renaissance physicians in ‘Anatomizing the Past’ covers all three of Williams’ categories of usage for the word ‘culture’, particularly as it relates to the intellectual nature of the medical profession. Siraisi begins her article by mentioning ‘the healing power of history’[footnoteRef:28] as a cure for body, mind, and soul, further describing the early modern physician’s role in reading and writing history as ‘illuminat[ing] both medical culture and the place of medicine in the intellectual world’.[footnoteRef:29] Siraisi points out that these physicians were products of a humanist culture in which history was highly valued and that, because of this, their profession was a multidisciplinary one.[footnoteRef:30] According to Terry Eagleton, ‘It is simple enough to feel enthusiastic about culture as humanistic self-development’,[footnoteRef:31] a sentiment that can be seen through Renaissance physicians’ contribution to other subjects like botany, anatomy, natural history, philosophy, and astrology, among others.[footnoteRef:32] [27:  Williams, Raymond, ‘Culture’, in Keywords: A vocabulary of culture and society, 2nd edn. (New York: Oxford University Press, 1983), pp. 87-93 (p. 90).]  [28:  Siraisi, 'Anatomizing the Past: Physicians and History in Renaissance Culture', p. 1.]  [29:  Ibid. p. 1.]  [30:  Ibid. p. 3.]  [31:  Eagleton, Terry, The Idea of Culture (Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 2000), pp. 1-31 (p. 15).]  [32:  Siraisi, 'Anatomizing the Past: Physicians and History in Renaissance Culture', pp. 3-5.] 

	In “Telling time through medicine’, Rankin identifies gender disparities in time and approach to medicine, ‘a particular way of life […] of a people’.[footnoteRef:33] In her discussion of aristocratic women as healers, she specifies that women were seen to have been wasting or passing time, whereas men were seen to have been living by a schedule.[footnoteRef:34] She goes on to note how the medical responsibilities of the master of the house differed from those of the mistress of the house. The master possessed the medical knowledge and was responsible for regulating the patient’s health—this was seen as ‘big time’—whereas the mistress was responsible for ‘day-to-day details’ like tending to the patient, planting herbs, and making medicines.[footnoteRef:35] Managing the herb garden and making medicines required that women healers especially adapt to botanical time while adhering to horological time, amongst other systems of time. In her assessment of aristocratic women as healers, Rankin describes their personal experience of their medicinal practice as enjoyable but necessary and one that needed to be intentionally fit into their daily lives as ladies of the house.[footnoteRef:36] [33:  Williams, Raymond, ‘Culture’, in Keywords: A vocabulary of culture and society, 2nd edn. (New York: Oxford University Press, 1983), pp. 87-93 (p. 90).]  [34:  Rankin, p. 98.]  [35:  Ibid. pp. 102-103.]  [36:  Ibid. pp. 109-110.] 

	Stark gender roles in Renaissance-era medical culture as they relate to the historical record are apparent in both Siraisi and Rankin’s articles. According to Eagleton, ‘Culture […] means a body of artistic and intellectual work of agreed value, along with the institutions which produce, disseminate and regulate it’,[footnoteRef:37] and it is evident in both articles that men dominated the sphere of recording and regulating history as it related to early modern medicine. Rankin maintains that ‘the prescriptive voices tended to be male’,[footnoteRef:38] stating that they were the creators of astrological charts, almanacs, calendars, and medical treatises. Siraisi notes that narratives especially were increasing in popularity amongst (male) Renaissance physicians,[footnoteRef:39] who wrote medical histories, biographies of medical figures, and works on broader historical topics stemming from their intellectual interests outside of medicine.[footnoteRef:40] Going back to Eagleton, ‘civilization, in the very act of realizing some human potentials, also damagingly suppresses others’.[footnoteRef:41] This is evidenced by the aristocratic women healers’ ability to contribute to the historical record, which seems to have been limited more to recipe collections and personal correspondence, as seen in Rankin’s work.[footnoteRef:42] [37:  Eagleton, p. 21.]  [38:  Rankin, p. 103.]  [39:  Siraisi, 'Anatomizing the Past: Physicians and History in Renaissance Culture', p. 6.]  [40:  Ibid. p. 18.]  [41:  Eagleton, p. 23.]  [42:  Rankin, pp. 103-104.] 


Conclusion
This critical comparison of two JSTOR papers—Nancy Siraisi’s 'Anatomizing the Past: Physicians and History in Renaissance Culture' and Alisha Rankin’s 'Telling time through medicine: A gendered perspective'—found that both articles presented astrology and culture as minor, yet essential, themes in their exploration of early modern medicine. Both Siraisi and Rankin were both distinguished university professors of history at the time each of their articles was published; both had several publications to their name, some of which they referred to in their own articles; and both articles were featured in interdisciplinary publications. Rankin determined that an area for additional research was ‘the question of whether women’s medicine was seen as work or as a leisure pursuit’,[footnoteRef:43] and similarly, Siraisi suggested further research into how medical learning and intellectual history of the Renaissance has been shaped by ‘elements that have sometimes seemed extraneous’[footnoteRef:44] from a historical perspective, such as commentary as a medical genre. [43:  Ibid. p. 110.]  [44:  Siraisi, 'Anatomizing the Past: Physicians and History in Renaissance Culture', p. 26.] 

	This comparison has demonstrated that the terms ‘astrology’ and ‘culture’ are multifaceted and can be interpreted in different ways, even within a single article. There are several definitions of astrology to choose from, but a broad one, such as that which Nicholas Campion proposes in ‘Defining Astrology in Ancient and Classical History’,[footnoteRef:45] sufficiently addresses this topic in both articles, as it reflects a correlation between the cosmos and the mundane. The definition for culture, however, has required more thorough defining to convey the nuances of its representation in either article. Through Williams’ categories of usage of the word[footnoteRef:46] and Eagleton’s thorough evaluation of culture,[footnoteRef:47] various interpretations of this concept in Renaissance medical practice have been noted. [45:  Campion, p. 84.]  [46:  Williams, p. 90.]  [47:  Eagleton, pp. 1-31.] 
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