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To examine the growth in popularity of the more Classical and scientific based Salernitan medicine which gained favour and popularity in England. In addition, the study will question whether over a three-hundred-year period, there is evidence that the treatments documented in medieval medical texts altered significantly or suggested any major advancement in medical knowledge. The purpose is to consider to what extent the European schools of learning may have influenced medical theory, and to what degree treatment protocols reflected any developments in medical knowledge.



	

	Abstract

This dissertation will review the evolution of medical knowledge in England from the Early to Middle Ages. Drawing on our understanding of traditional Anglo-Saxon medical texts, written and contained largely within monastic houses, the aim is to consider how the growth in popularity of the more Classical and scientific based Salernitan medicine, heralded a cultural and societal shift in medical practice. In addition, the study will question whether over a three-hundred-year period, there is evidence that the treatments documented in medieval medical texts altered significantly or suggested any major advancement in medical knowledge. The purpose is to consider to what extent the European schools of learning may have influenced medical theory, and to what degree treatment protocols reflected any developments in medical knowledge.

The intention is to restrict the parameters of this essay to a review of manuscript evidence, transmitted primarily for, and used within, monastic environments. This paper acknowledges the provision of medical care was multifaceted, with healthcare practice delivered by an assortment of practitioners, in a mixture of settings not just by monastic physicians or secular clergy. Indeed, scholarly opinion argues the monastic contribution to healthcare tended to be primarily focused on the care of monks rather than the community. (ref) Healthcare practitioners included professional doctors, midwives, lay healers, wise women and witches. Undeniably, the complexity of healthcare provision, the socio-economic demands, and the roles these individuals played, including barriers to healthcare, such as poverty and social class within Anglo-Saxon society, deserve detailed consideration, which the constraints of this paper preclude.

The number of manuscripts containing medical recipes is vast, with many texts being circulated and included in multiple collections. What we can determine, is that there was a commonality of remedies shared amongst the corpuses. To provide a focus, this study has selected a comparison of two manuscripts, compiled some three hundred years apart, and containing medical recipes for migraine. It is not possible in this dissertation to conclude whether one medical treaty was superior to the other, or that the variations in recipes signalled any noteworthy benefits to the patient in alleviating the symptoms. However, recent research has confirmed that Anglo-Saxon medicine as found in Bald’s Leechbook, in a remedy for an eye salve for a stye, is underpinned by modern biochemistry as being effective.
 One wonders what other cures based on medieval pharmacognosy lie undiscovered within the surviving manuscripts of the Middle Ages? 

The manuscripts chosen for this comparative analysis are Bald’s Leechbook, a tenth century manuscript, London, British Library, Royal 12 D xvii, and Wellcome 537, a fifteenth century Middle English partial translation of Gilbertus Anglicus’s Latin thirteenth century Compendium Medicinae.

The aim is to use these medical texts as exemplars to illustrate the transition from Anglo-Saxon vernacular herbal treaties to medical texts more obviously influenced by European and Arab-Islamic traditions. The manuscripts characterise not only this shift in pharmaceutical knowledge, with the additions of a more diagnostic and theoretical underpinning; but demonstrate how manuscripts were compiled and edited from earlier sources.  Of particular interest, is the suggestion that the Wellcome version of the Gilbertus translation, by virtue of its selective editing and omissions, construction and binding, leads historians to presuppose its origin to also be monastic.
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