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A Critical Comparison of Two Secondary Sources
Word count (excluding footnotes and bibliography): 1976
This essay compares and contrasts two JSTOR papers. The two papers chosen are Nancy Siraisi, 'Anatomizing the Past: Physicians and History in Renaissance Culture.’ Renaissance Quarterly Vol 53, no. 1 (2000), pp. 1-30, and of Alisha Rankin,  'Telling Time through Medicine: A Gendered Perspective.' In Gendered Temporalities in the Early Modern World, edited by Merry E. Wiesner-Hanks, Amsterdam University Press, 2018, pp. 95-114.

Nancy Siraisi is a leading scholar in the field of medicine history, with a focus on the Middle Ages and Renaissance periods
. Her paper was composed for the 1999 plenary lecture of the Renaissance Society of America
, a non-profit and the largest international association of scholars studying the Renaissance. She wrote the paper at a late stage of her career (at the age of 68) when she was a professor of history at the City University of New York (USA, public).  In contrast, while Alisha Rankin is also a history professor and still in activity at Tufts University (USA, private)
, she wrote her paper at a mid-career stage. Rankin’s paper is an extract of a book that was published by Amsterdam University Press, which suggests a potentially wider distribution and academic readership. Additionally, Rankin’s field of research extends beyond early modern European history and covers women’s history, gender, sexuality and body studies. Rankin produced her paper almost 20 years later than Siraisi, at a time when gender studies were increasingly part of cross-functional research or were topics of research themselves. 
While the papers’ respective titles suggest a common theme (medicine during Renaissance), they actually deal with different subject matter, with overlapping references to various topics such as astrology, time, historical culture and medical history. Siraisi’s paper discusses how Renaissance physicians have practiced history and how medicine and history have benefited from each other’s culture, whereas Rankin’s paper examines how Renaissance women were experiencing medical time – Rankin’s paper is more precisely a discussion on women healers and how they were experiencing different time systems, ultimately influencing their medical practice. 
Siraisi’s core argumentation is that Renaissance physicians exhibited a culture and a set of practices that shared similarities with historians and contributed to its development.  She explains that medicine is a science for theory and an art when it comes to its practice, as it touches ‘particulars’. Particulars make good narratives
 and narratives are what historians work on and create. She illustrates with numerous examples the type of historical material written by Renaissance physicians, such as narratives on medical cases, medical treatises and critiques of those treatises, translations of ancient texts (there is a general increasing interest in history and other humanities from the physicians
), biographies of not only Hippocrates and Galen but also of preeminent ‘modern physicians’
 , rhetorical orations
, and production of chronicles and other general historical topics
. She concludes her paper by explaining how one physician’s medical training could determine his historical interpretation, citing the Italian polymath Cardano (on Galen and Roman emperor Nero) and the French historian Naudé (that she presents as a physician by training)
.
Rankin’s core argumentation is that women and women practicing medicine during Renaissance (usually in a healer role) have a broader accounting of time, which goes beyond the calendar time and includes specific temporalities originating from the female body through menstruation and pregnancies. Time was a key concept for the practice of medicine in early modern Europe; the first part of Rankin’s paper explains the central role of astrological information in developing a time system linking the human body to the greater universe. Rankin then introduces the notion of gender and of gendered medical activities, and each gender could bring a different perception of time. Women healers were engaged in botanical activities, so botanical time was a key differentiator from men. Another key difference was the women perception to lack time (called ‘restricted time’
) as women were also engaged in household duties. Finally, women were drawing from their menstruation and the pregnancy an embodied experience of time. Rankin concludes that ultimately this combination of pregnancy, botanical and restricted time were the real temporalities of women healers.

In both papers, astrology is not the core subject of the essay but appears to be a needed reference to explain how medicine during Renaissance was shaped.  Even if the distinction between natural and judicial astrology was thin during Middle Ages and Renaissance
, both papers lean towards the ‘natural’ definition of astrology
, which states that astrology has a general influence on the material world and on the development of early sciences. They remind their readers of the influence of astrology on early medical practices and how early medical theories from Hippocrates and their later development by Galen were connected to astrology.
 However, Siraisi’s references to astrology remain occasional, while Rankin spends more time discussing the subject.

Siraisi explains that medicine and astrology shared similar analytical and investigative methods (e.g. analysis of past events, forecast, analysis of ancient texts) and uses of particulars
, and that physicians were often astrologist
 (e.g. Cardano). The use of particulars, meaning the analysis of individual cases, contributed to evolving the medical approach towards an historian’s approach. Siraisi comparably suggests that medicine and astrology expertise had an interchangeable role in ‘shaping ideas about history’.
 

Astrology, in the Rankin’s paper, is discussed more abundantly, and as Rankin focuses on time perception in women, astrology is primarily referenced for its role on building a system of times, among other systems such as biological, liturgical and horological. During Renaissance, astrology was providing guidance on the timing for medical procedures; this guidance was published in almanacs and other printed documents. One of those mentioned by Rankin is the ‘Zodiac man’
, which is an anatomical illustration of a man whose organs and body parts are ruled by a zodiac sign – if the moon was in the sign, then it was perceived as dangerous to treat the organ or body part ruled by that very zodiac sign
. The zodiac man is also an example that both medicine and astrology shared the same interest for printed illustrations and other types of maps (even if astrological illustrations were more developed during Renaissance than medical ones)
. Rankin also mentions the Hippocrates qualities (‘hot, cold, wet and dry’
), which Aristoteles would incorporate into his causal model, and how those “qualities” were attributed to seasons and to the different stages of life. Rankin finishes her introduction of astrological time by summarizing that this time, through its cyclical nature and its ability to connect the human with the universe (‘the microcosm of the human embedded in a macrocosm of time’
), reflects the increasing influence of Neoplatonism. In conclusion, in the Rankin’s paper, astrology is brought into the discussion for its role in building a medical time (and as a greater introduction background to Renaissance medicine), but this system will not be sufficient to understand the full experience of time from women healers.
Conversely, Renaissance medicine is presented as deeply rooted in astrology (Siraisi uses the expression ‘a sister discipline of astrology’
). However, presentation of its practitioners is not conveyed in the same way in each paper. By narrowing her topic to a particular type of practitioner (women healers), the resulting description of the medical activities is more detailed and vivid in Rankin. Rankin put the emphasis on the role that gender played in the practice of medicine during Renaissance. A male medical practitioner had a more decision-making role (Rankin says ‘prescriptive’
), responsible for ‘the overall regulation of health, knowledge of humors and auspicious times’, while female practitioners were responsible for more practical duties such as collecting plants, mixing ingredients and caring for patients. This echoes the analysis of Bernadette Brady on gender in astrology, and how genders have their own traits and meanings in astrology
 .The focus on women botanical craft is also reminiscent of the witches from Middle Ages. 

Rankin’s precise description of the day-to-day medical tasks carried out by the women healers, associated with the description of the time markers
, makes them more alive and make it easier to understand their roles, their concerns and their perception of time. As a result, the overall description of medicine in the Rankin’s paper is more relatable and all the more humane since the women healers perform their tasks in addition to their household duties. In contrast, most of the commentators and physicians quoted by Siraisi are male. While Rankin provides precises descriptions of medical task, Siraisi provides more historical anecdotes on the life of some physicians
 – evidently consistent with her intentions to link medicine and history. 
The difference in the authors’ respective  background and context (an established senior scholar vs a mid-career professor) might explain the differences in structure, accuracy and clarity of the writing: Siraisi’s paper is long (25 pages), dense, with jargon (such as ‘pseudepigrapha’, ‘doxographical’
), while Rankin’s paper is shorter (half of Siraisi’s length), clearly structured and easier to follow for a non-scholar. Siraisi’s paper is a long chain of paragraphs, whereas Rankin uses sections and subtitles to separate core ideas. Rankin’s abstract is precise while Siraisi’s abstract remains quite vague. Rankin uses one material to introduce her topic (a letter between two noble women) and keep referencing to this material and its characters throughout her paper, whereas Siraisi uses a plethora of characters to illustrate her analysis. Siraisi’s prose makes it sometimes difficult to understand ‘who speaks’ – as an example, she mentioned an evaluation of Galen by Gardano and it is not clear whether statements such as ‘Galen had more luck than erudition. His vices were more numerous than his virtues’ were expressed by Gardano or Siraisi herself
. Siraisi’s prose is more personal (or judgmental) as the choice of words indicates what Siraisi might think of a given reference or anecdote (‘entirely undeserved reputation’
, ‘gossipy’
,’impressive’
, ‘copious’
). Finally, for a non-scholar, Rankin’s paper can be understood with limited historical and philosophical knowledge, whereas Siraisi’s paper requires a depth of knowledge in the Renaissance period. This simplicity combined with a more straightforward prose is probably the greatest strength of Rankin’s paper. 
Papers also differ in their use of primary and secondary sources. She has referenced approximately 100 authors in the bibliography, primarily secondary sources covering all epochs (from 15th century Italian commentators to 20th century scholars). Siraisi uses over 90 footnotes, quoting complete paragraphs in Latin or French, which makes it difficult for a non-scholar to follow. In comparison, Rankin’s bibliography and footnotes are half in size, and each footnote is short. Relatively to the length of her paper, Rankin uses more primary sources (or at least, in a more efficient way when it comes to the easiness of understanding her paper), such as the direct correspondence between Renaissance aristocrats, medicinal recipes and even almanac pictures (‘Zodiac man’). Anecdotally, Rankin quotes the leading scholar on medicine history, Siraisi herself! 

In conclusion, those two JSTOR papers start from the same topic, early medicine in Renaissance, but have radically different end-goals. Siraisi examines how medicine and history have been intertwined and shared similar culture, framework and analytical methods, while Rankin zoomes on the specific cases of women healers and their perception of time, in a context of multiple time systems. In both papers, influence of astrology over medicine during early modern Europe is often reminded to the reader but Rankin spend more time explicating some facets of this influence – astrology is more important to Rankin’s argumentation that it is core to Siraisi’s discussion. Finally, while Siraisi explores at length how physicians have developed historian habits through a rather long analysis and an abundance of secondary sources and anecdotes, Rankin makes a better story and laid out stronger reasons to believe in her matter (the fact that women healers have a distinct temporality), through a combination of well-chosen sources and an easier to follow writing.
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