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A Critical Comparison of Two Secondary Sources
Word Count: 2058
Introduction
This essay compares and contrasts Nancy Siraisi’s article entitled 'Anatomizing the Past: Physicians and History in Renaissance Culture.’ Published in Renaissance Quarterly 53, no. 1 (2000): 1-30. [footnoteRef:1]  with Alisha Rankin’s article, entitled, Telling Time through Medicine: A Gendered Prospective, published in Gendered Temporalities in the Early Modern World 2018.[footnoteRef:2] [1:  Siraisi, Nancy. '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’, in Gendered Temporalities in the Early Modern World, ed. by Merry E. Wiesner-Hanks (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2018), pp. 95–114 https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctv8jnz7.10 [accessed 28 October 2025].] 

This essay is organized into a number of subsections to facilitate the comparison. 

Background of the Authors
Both authors are medical historians recognized for their contributions to renaissance medicine.  Alisha Rankin is a historian of science and medicine.  She is currently a professor and department chair of History at Tufts University.[footnoteRef:3] In 2014 she received the Gerald Straus Prize for her 2013 book Panaceia’s Daughters: Noblewomen as healers in early modern Germany.[footnoteRef:4] [3:  Tufts University, ‘Alisha Rankin Profile’, Faculty Profiles https://facultyprofiles.tufts.edu/alisha-rankin [accessed 24 October 2025]..]  [4:  Rankin, Alisha. Panaceia’s Daughters: Noblewomen as Healers in Early Modern Germany. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2013.] 

Nancy Siraisi is a historian of medicine with a particular focus in the Renaissance. She currently holds the position of Distinguished Professor Emerita in History at Hunter College.  A City University of New York (CUNY).  In 2007 she published History, Medicine, and the Traditions of Renaissance Learning.[footnoteRef:5] and in 2008 she was awarded the John D and Catherine T MacArthur Foundation Fellowship often referred to as Genius grant[footnoteRef:6] This fellowship is awarded annually to individuals who demonstrate exceptional creativity and make significant contributions to their fields of study. [5:  Siraisi, Nancy G. History, Medicine, and the Traditions of Renaissance Learning. Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2007.]  [6:  MacArthur Foundation, ‘Nancy Siraisi’, MacArthur Fellows Program, 2008. https://www.macfound.org/fellows/class-of-2008/nancy-siraisi [accessed 24 October 2025].] 


Scholarly Reception of the Articles’ Subject Matter
Both articles had an earlier nascence. Nancy Sirasis’s article was published in Renaissance Quarterly in 2000[footnoteRef:7] but it was originally presented at the 1999 Josephine Waters Bennett Lecture.[footnoteRef:8] The Josephine Waters Benett Lecture is one of the highest honors in Renaissance studies serving as the central keynote presentation. At the annual meeting of the Renaissance Society of America (RSA) it is awarded as a singular distinction selected by the RSA’s board of directors.   The lecture is then published later in in Renaissance Quarterly ensuring a wider and more enduring audience.  [7:  Siraisi, Anatomizing the Past, pp. 1–30.]  [8:  Renaissance Society of America, ‘Josephine Waters Bennett Lectures’, RSA.org https://www.rsa.org/page/BennettLectures [accessed 26 October 2025].] 

Alisha Rankin article draws on her earlier work, Panaceia’s Daughter[footnoteRef:9] that explores the contributions to medicine made by literate German Noblewomen of the mid-16th century.  Panaceia’s daughters was met with positive reviews, however a review by William E. Burns[footnoteRef:10],  does not dispute the historical accuracy of the work, but he raises the question about the general applicability of this specific slice of history, he asks whether the experiences of literate noblewomen from mid sixteenth century German will shed any light on a broader spectrum of female healers not only in Germany but throughout Europe. [9:  Rankin, Panaceia’s Daughters.]  [10:  Review of Rankin, Panaceia's Daughters: Noblewomen as Healers in Early Modern Germany.” The Sixteenth Century Journal, 2014.] 

Taken together, both authors and their works have been positively received. Siraisi’s article emerging from a prestigious keynote lecture, and Rankin’s from a previously published book analyzing decades of epistolary exchange among a circle of German noblewomen.
Are the Articles Organized and Clearly Structured?
Rankin’s article is well organized and includes an abstract, subheadings and conclusion and flows logically.  Its structured flow allows each section to build up on the last section, for example the linear progression of subheadings from Medical Time[footnoteRef:11] to Gender and Medical Time[footnoteRef:12] progressing to Time and Women’s Medical Work.[footnoteRef:13] [11:  Rankin, Telling Time through Medicine, p. 98.]  [12:  Ibid., p. 102.]  [13:  Ibid., p. 104.] 

Unlike Rankin’s paper, Siraisi’s papers has no subheading that denote an introduction, content segmentation nor conclusion.  The sentence construction often appears long and unclear making it a more difficult paper to follow than Rankin’s paper.  On the positive side, Siraisi's paper does provide an extensive compilation of historical knowledge and archival material and The MacArthur Foundation praised Siraisi for meticulous research and her elegant prose.[footnoteRef:14]  [14:  - MacArthur Foundation, ‘Nancy Siraisi’, MacArthur Fellows Class of 2008 https://www.macfound.org/fellows/class-of-2008/nancy-siraisi [accessed 26 October 2025].] 

Intended Readership
Rankin’s paper serves an introductory text for both academic audiences and students and serves as an accessible entry point into the realm of early modern medical history for readers with little to no background in the subject matter
 Siraisi’s paper on the other hand presumes a more specialized readership, medical historians, Renaissance scholars and those already familiar with Galenic theory and the broader scope of early modern culture.  Unlike Rankin’s paper which provides a structured progression of ideas, Siraisi, instead relies on the readers prior knowledge. For example, the first page[footnoteRef:15]  starts with Bodin’s assertions that the act of reading history could cure all illnesses[footnoteRef:16]. This is presented without any introduction or context that would facilitate an accessible entry point for the novice reader. [15:  Siraisi, Anatomizing the Past, p. 1.]  [16:  Bodin, 1945, preamble 12.] 

What Type of Primary Sources were used
Rankin’s research is centered on decades of epistolary exchanges between literate German noblewomen that not only consist of recipes for botanical medicines, but also deal with childbirth and how to predict that date as well as the multiple vicissitudes of time in their daily life for example, she references the correspondence between Dorothea of Mansfeld to Anna of Saxony using a primary source from archives in Dresden[footnoteRef:17] [17:  Dorothea of Mansfeld to Anna of Saxony, 3 May 1557, Dresden, Sächsisches Hauptstaatsarchiv (SHStA), Geheimes Archiv, Loc, 8528/2,fols, p. 20-20r.] 

Siraisi also uses a multitude of primary and translated primary sources.  For example, she references Girolamo Mercuriale as a primary source and includes the relevant passage in Latin as a footnote[footnoteRef:18].  Siraisi, also references Machiavelli as a primary translated source.[footnoteRef:19] She nonetheless includes the footnote in Italian preserving the original phrasing.[footnoteRef:20] [18:  Siraisi, Anatomizing the Past, p.2.]  [19:  Ibid.]  [20:  Machiavelli 1989 (trans Gilbert) 1 :191; 1954 book 1 proem 90.] 

Summaries of the Respective Articles
Rankin’s Essay: The information and findings presented in Rankin’s essay primarily stem from an epistolary network of literate noblewomen in the mid-16th century Germany, spanning over three decades. In particular, the correspondence between Countess Dorothea of Mansfeld (1498-1573) and Electress Anna of Saxony (1532-1585) documents their contributions to early modern medical knowledge and highlights the multiple temporalities to which they were subject.  Rankin’s article focuses attention on the accomplishments of women as healers and challenges the prevailing notion that women stood outside of male oriented structured time of schedules[footnoteRef:21] or “Big-Time” as Rankin refers to it[footnoteRef:22]. Rather than being confined by the daily “Nitty-Gritty”[footnoteRef:23] these noblewomen possessed and actively disseminated medical knowledge.   [21:  Rankin, Telling Time through Medicine, p.98.]  [22:  Ibid., p.103.]  [23:  Ibid.] 

[bookmark: _Hlk211782675]Siraisi’s Essay:   Siraisi’s article explores the dual engagement of Renaissance physicians in both the reading and writing of history alongside their study of medical texts and how they not only used the knowledge of historical Hippocratic and Galenic texts, but also studied them translated and critiqued them. Physicians used history in their professional rhetoric and in their orations to demonstrate their level of understanding and for social advancement[footnoteRef:24]  [24:  Siraisi, Anatomizing the Past, 10.] 

Are the Respective Papers Supportive and Complementary 
Both papers deal with the subject of early modern medicine, Rankins from the view point of women as healers and specifically literate noblewomen of Germany whereas, Sirais’si view is from the perspective of male physicians and their use of historical texts as well as the translation and critique of the texts.  
Gendered Temporalities: The Siraisi paper deals with male physician’s time in a predominantly linear matter, progressing through Hippocratic and Galenic texts with a reflexive turn of rewriting, translating and critiquing the texts.   Whereas, the article by Rankin describes multiple vicissitudes of time, liturgical time, astrological time, seasonal humoral time as well as botanical time that formed the temporal backdrop as opposed to center stage of the daily lives,[footnoteRef:25] whereas what took center stage was the day-to-day activities of botanical time, shortness of time and their own bodily rhythms, along with predicting childbirth. Raskin also discusses the scarcity of time and the issue of no-time, as temporal realities experienced by women healers.  Several references to the scarcity of time are to be found on pages x-y throughout the article. In one instance Rankin notes where Dorothea at age 80 writes that she rises at three o’clock in morning to begin making her famous Aqua Vitae.[footnoteRef:26] Showing not only the shortage of time but also that she was aware of horological time[footnoteRef:27] The scarcity of time is also underscored in an apology letter from Anna of saxony to Amagard von Bertesleben who had provided a handwritten book of recipes to Anna,  Anna’s apologetic letter centered on the fact she had kept the book for so long since she had not even the time to copy the recipes before now.[footnoteRef:28] Rankin also notes that not all noblewomen were short on time.  A very different sense of time emerges from 17th century English Noblewomen who tendered to see their medical endeavors as a leisure time activity.[footnoteRef:29] The difference in how time was seen in these two groups of women, scarcity of time vs leisurely time could either be regional or temporal or a combination of both according to Rankin, this also partly addresses an earlier critique of her work by Wiiliam E. Burns that the study of a small circle of German noblewomen could not be equally applied to lay women nor women in other parts of Europe[footnoteRef:30] [25:  Rankin, Telling Time through Medicine, p.97.]  [26:  Rankin, Telling Time through Medicine, p.104.]  [27:  Ibid., p.108.]  [28:  Ibid., p.106.]  [29:  Ibid., p. 110.]  [30:  Review of Rankin, Panaceia's Daughters: Noblewomen as Healers in Early Modern Germany.” The Sixteenth Century Journal, 2014.] 


Divergent Social Trajectory:   Both papers comment on social trajectory and show a divergence between male physicians and female healers. Siraisi comments on the highly competitive element of academic life promoted the display of historical learning by male physicians in their introductions and opening lectures.[footnoteRef:31]  Siraisi also documents that Machiavelli sees history and medicine through the same optic in that history and medicine contained stored up experience that can be used for present practical applications.[footnoteRef:32]   Machiavelli noted that contemporary medicine was “nothing other than the experiments made by ancient physicians on which present day physicians base their judgement.”[footnoteRef:33] Siraisi highlights the fact that Machiavelli also bemoaned the failure of princes and republics who do not use the knowledge contained in ancient texts in the same way.[footnoteRef:34] Thus, while the Siraisi  comments on the benefits of mid-16th century physicians being broadly educated in the art and history of medicine as a competitive prerequisite, the reality for many of the lay women healers was just the oppositive.  Rankin documents the prevailing notion that as they aged they were commonly viewed as being full of toxic poison due to the lack of monthly purging of impurities by menstrual blood, they were also viewed as being subject to temptation by the devil and viewed as unproductive and even burdensome on their children or other relatives.[footnoteRef:35] Rankin’s paper discusses that older lay women healers were shunned and had no power, money or means to defend themselves.  Noblewomen like Dorothea and Anna where not totally immune from some of these negative stereotypes[footnoteRef:36] however, constant hard work and charitable giving helped dispel these negative connotations along with the fact that they were literate women with prestige and wealth  [31:  Siraisi, Anatomizing the Past, p.10.]  [32:  Ibid., p.1.]  [33:  Ibid. ]  [34:  Siraisi, Anatomizing the Past, pp.1-2.]  [35:  Rankin, Telling Time through Medicine, 106.]  [36:  Ibid.] 

The Importance of “Particulars”: In the practice of medicine both papers present a nuanced understanding of how gendered roles operated separately, yet in complimentary arenas of expertise. Learned physicians relied primarily on Hippocratic and Galenic texts as a foundational source of medical knowledge, but they also were attuned to the prevalent practice of recording “particulars” as a valuable recourse of medical knowledge the analysis of the particulars was the art.[footnoteRef:37] The particulars relate to the patients and encompass everything from the progression of the disease, astrological charts, the prevailing humors the symptoms and the treatments as well as the outcome, many of these treatments being botanical medicines prepared by female healers.  Both papers allude to a synergistic participation in medicine, with male physicians documenting details of a patient disease and progression as additional acquired knowledge, whereas Rankin’s paper focused on German noblewomen sharing and collating recipes.  Siraisi further discusses how from the fifteenth century onwards medical narratives gave way from earlier anecdotes to more detailed accounts about individual patients and became more common place, she cites the example of Thomas Bodier of Rouen who in 1555 published the documented histories of over fifty patients, which also included individuals of rural and humble occupation.[footnoteRef:38]  [37:  Siraisi, Anatomizing the Past, p.4.]  [38:  Ibid., p.8.] 

Conclusion
The papers by Siraisi and Rankin deal with gendered temporalities in early modern medicine.  The respective papers provide different entry points into the subject matter.  The paper by Rankin is suitable for a reader with little to no prior knowledge of the subject matter, whereas the paper by Siraisi’s is aimed at those of whom already have a background in the humanities and have a familiarity with Hippocratic and Galenic texts.   
When the papers are read separately, the papers highlight different aspects of early modern medicine.  Rankins paper describes women’s time as often cyclical in nature and in tune with their own bodily rhythms, such as menstrual cycles, pregnancy and childbirth as well at the day-to-day activities of collecting botanicals and preparing distillation.  Whereas Siraisi describes male physicians being occupied with time in a more linear fashion by virtue of reading, translating and critiquing historical texts.     
When the papers are read in tandem as opposed to isolation, they provide a framework of woven gendered temporalties that were essential for the practice of early modern medicine.  
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