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To what extent did Renaissance Humanism change pre-existing medieval ideas of women’s health and medicine?


In this essay, I will establish the extent to which Renaissance Humanism changed and evolved pre-established medieval ideas of female health and medicine. I will consider issues surrounding the ideas of fertility, menstruation and childbirth that existed throughout the Middle Ages and into the Renaissance, as well as examining the role that Renaissance Humanism played in the advancement of knowledge of female anatomy and dissection. The crux of my argument is centred around the concept that Renaissance Humanism played a pivotal role in the advancement of knowledge of women’s health and medicine throughout the period of Renaissance Humanism.
	I will first begin by explaining the attitudes towards a woman’s role in medicine during the Middle Ages, which was built upon Galenic Law, the teachings of the Greek physician Galen of Pergamon. Galen had divided those who worked and studied within the medical profession within five distinct sects. The first three of these sects were concerned with surgical practices, and specifically included men who had studied in prestigious universities across Europe and who traditionally followed the teachings of ancient scholars such as Aristotle. In the fourth sect, were placed apothecarists who would prescribe “herbs, and stones and who accordingly used incantations” to heal their patients, which was not an unconventional means of remedy during the Middle Ages.[footnoteRef:1] However, interestingly, the final sect was reserved entirely for women. This fifth sect included midwives, and those of whom Guy de Chauliac, a late-medieval physician, described as those who “simply [invoked] God and the saints” to cure the sick.[footnoteRef:2] From Galenic Law we can deduce that during the Middle Ages there was a prominent social divide between men and women within medicine, that would arguably fail to be improved during the Renaissance. [1:  Nancy G. Siraisi, ‘Practitioners and Conditions of Practice’ in Medieval & Early Renaissance Medicine: An Introduction to Knowledge and Practice (London: The University of Chicago Press, 1990), p. 35.]  [2:  Guy de Chauliac, La Grande Chirurgie (c.1390s), cited in Hilde de Ridder-Symoens, A History of the University in Europe: Volume 1, Universities in the Middle Ages (London: Cambridge University Press, 1991), p. 363.] 

Although Galen had grouped women as an exclusive sect during the Middle Ages, there is a school of thought that during the Renaissance, the role of the apothecarist was actually a woman’s job. Indeed, the traditional medieval remedies of herbs and food-based medicine was administered by women, and that this form of medicine was to become “the primary health-care system of the rural poor” during the Renaissance.[footnoteRef:3] However, we must also consider that during the later Renaissance and the pre-industrial era, medicine and health-care began to evolve even further, and as such a woman’s role in medicine became largely redundant. Midwifery for example, which was perhaps the most principal role for women within medicine, became wholly a male prerogative in the later Renaissance. As such, a woman’s role in medicine during the Middle Ages was little improved by Renaissance Humanists, who instead arguably lessened the extent of a woman’s role within medicine. [3:  Jonathan Sawday, ‘Royal Science’ in The Body Emblazoned: Dissection and the human body in Renaissance culture (London: Routledge, 1995), p. 230.] 

	However, perhaps the most significant and pivotal turning point in the evolution from the medieval understanding of women’s health and medicine during the Renaissance, was the invention of Gutenberg’s printing press around 1440. The printing press allowed for the dissemination of literature on a mass scale and often in the vernacular language, and as such, manuscripts became more readily available to the wider public than it had during the Middle Ages. Descartes’ Discourse on Method (1637) for example, was written in Latin, the “language of science and learning”, instead of the Greek which had been so commonly attributed to medical understanding due to works by ancient Greek scholars like Aristotle and Galen.[footnoteRef:4] Indeed, the sixteenth-century became known as the “golden age of Galenism”, due to the accessibility of Galen’s medical notes, who supported the belief that it was essential for medical students to “practise medicine in the manner of the ancient physicians”, yet in a language more understandable to the scholars of the time.[footnoteRef:5] As such, the printing press brought about the revival of learning, and in turn evoked interest in both the male and female body, which in particular had previously been relatively ignored during the Middle Ages.  [4:  Anthony Grafton, ‘The new science and the traditions of humanism’ in The Cambridge Companion to Renaissance Humanism, ed. Jill Kraye (London: Cambridge University Press, 2008), p. 204.]  [5:  Jerome J. Bylebyl, ‘The School of Padua: humanistic medicine in the sixteenth century’ in Health, medicine and mortality in the sixteenth century, ed. Charles Webster (London: Cambridge University Press, 1979), p. 341.] 

	Additionally, the printing press brought about the modernisation of ancient knowledge, which proved pivotal to Renaissance understanding of the natural world. Although Galileo, the ‘father of modern science’, wrote that knowledge of medicine and anatomy could not be found “in nature but in the collation of [ancient] texts”[footnoteRef:6], significant Renaissance Humanists including Descartes and Montaigne argued that classical Aristotelian and Hippocratic theories would be so incompatible about many aspects of the natural world, that no certainty could be reached of those subjects.[footnoteRef:7] In terms of human anatomy, for example, relatively little had been written about the female body during the Middle Ages, compared to that of a male’s, and as such knowledge about a woman’s anatomy was comparatively and significantly less than that of a man’s. It was arguably only during the Renaissance that literature regarding female anatomy began to emerge and disseminate to various institutions, so that a homogeneous, single idea of the female body developed during this period. As such, we can credit the modernisation of medicine and anatomy during the Renaissance to the printing press, which in turn significantly altered opinions of the female body.  [6:  Anthony Grafton, ‘The new science and the traditions of humanism’ in The Cambridge Companion to Renaissance Humanism, ed. Jill Kraye (London: Cambridge University Press, 2008), p. 221.]  [7:  Ibid., p. 206.] 

	The printing of works such as Raynalde’s The Birth of Man-kinde (alternatively known as The Woman’s Booke), which was built upon a previous medical treatise by Eucharius Roesslin, greatly improved scholarly understanding of reproduction, childbirth and pregnancy during the Renaissance, and particularly shed light upon the mysteries of the female body. Treatises concerning fertility and pregnancy became established as its own sub-genre of medical literature during the Renaissance, and contributed to the evolution of knowledge and understanding of a female’s body during the Renaissance. Although texts such as Raynalde’s Birth of Man-kinde (c. 1600s) continued to stress the importance of medieval medical practices to expectant mothers during the Renaissance, which heavily featured the use of herbal or natural remedies including the anointing of “the oyle of white lillies, or duck greace” upon the stomach of an expectant mother in order to reduce pain during childbirth, the Renaissance was also a period in which new understandings of pregnancy and the female reproductive system emerged.[footnoteRef:8]  [8:  Thomas Raynalde, The birth of man-kinde; otherwise named The womans booke (1634) [online], p. 102.] 

Michele Savonarola, an Italian scholar who had studied at the University of Padua during the mid-fifteenth century, can be credited with one of the “earliest books on paediatrics in Italian” during the early Renaissance.[footnoteRef:9] Savonarola acknowledged in his book Ad mulieres Ferrarienses de regimine pregnantium […] previous medieval advice upon childbirth, yet scorned the medieval tradition that likened a woman’s pain in childbirth to the sins inherited from Eve.[footnoteRef:10] Savonarola’s writings are arguably one of the first recorded references to acknowledge the pains of childbirth in literature, which was otherwise extensively ignored in medieval medical treatises, even when on the subject of childbirth and pregnancy. As such, it would seem that Savonarola’s writings of the pains of childbirth acted as precedent for other Renaissance Humanists to develop their understandings of labour and to move away from the medical ignorance of the Middle Ages. [9:  Nancy G. Siraisi, ‘Medical Education’ in Medieval & Early Renaissance Medicine: An Introduction to Knowledge and Practice (London: The University of Chicago Press, 1990), p. 70.]  [10:  Michele Savonarola, Ad mulieres Ferraineses de regimine pregnantium et noviter natorum usque ad septennium (c. 1400s), cited in Esther Cohen, The Modulated Scream: Pain in Late Medieval Culture (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2009), p. 102.] 

	However, there exists an alternative argument, in which suggest that even during the Renaissance, still little was known about the female reproductive system. This poem, written by Mary Carey in 1657, titled, Upon the Sight of My Abortive Birth, describes a mother’s anguish during childbirth. Despite being written in the mid-seventeenth century, there are still references to the medieval belief that the pains a woman suffers in childbirth were the consequence of Eve’s sins during the Fall of Man. The poem is in remembrance of Carey’s sixth still-born child, and she urges God throughout the poem to make her a fruitful mother:
A plant in God’s house; O that I may be; 
more flourishing in age, a growing tree.
Lett nott my hart, (as doth my wombe) miscarrie,
but precious meanes received, lett it tarrie.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Mary Carey, Upon the Sight of My Abortive Birth (1657), cited in Germaine Greer, Kissing the Rod: An Anthology of Seventeenth-Century Women’s Verse (London: Virago Press, 1988), pp. 100 - 101.] 

The fact that Carey had written this poem suggests that many women were still struggling with issues during pregnancy and childbirth, despite the new discoveries of the female body during the Renaissance. Therefore, despite scholars such as Savonarola contributing to the advancement of knowledge of pregnancy during the Renaissance, there were still many things unknown about the dangers of childbirth and mortality during this period. It was even suggested that during the Renaissance “women seem very often to have initiated the search for medical treatment for themselves”, indicating that Renaissance Humanism did little to improve attitudes towards female health and medicine during this time.[footnoteRef:12] [12:  Nancy G. Siraisi, ‘Practitioners and Conditions of Practice’ in Medieval & Early Renaissance Medicine: An Introduction to Knowledge and Practice (London: The University of Chicago Press, 1990), p. 41.] 

Additionally, Renaissance Humanism arguably did little to improve the knowledge of menstruation during this period. During the Middle Ages and the Renaissance, the idea of ritual impurity existed surrounding menstruating women, which had been built upon pre-established ancient traditions from scholars such as Pliny the Elder. The Bible was also a significant source in the development of the negative stigma surrounding menstruation, with Leviticus as “one of the main written sources, along with texts by Aristotle (384 – 22 BCE) and Pliny the Elder (23 – 79 CE), credited with the origin of negative attitudes towards menstruation” in the ancient world.[footnoteRef:13] Leviticus, in particular, encouraged men to avoid menstruating women for “seven days”, so not to “uncover her shame” (Leviticus 15 18:19).[footnoteRef:14] Pliny the Elder’s comments additionally contributed to the negative stigma surrounding menstruation, by writing that a menstruating woman was capable enough to “sour wine, destroy crops, tarnish mirrors and give dogs rabies”.[footnoteRef:15] Despite this, there existed alternative opinions of menstruation during the Renaissance. Humanist opinions including that of Montaigne, believed that the abilities of a menstruating woman could cure “tumours, pathological emissions, paralysis and epilepsy”, as well as playing a vital role in the formation and nourishment of a foetus.[footnoteRef:16]  In short, whilst opinions of menstruation varied during the Middle Ages and the Renaissance, the precedent set about by the Bible and ancient scholars contributed to the negative stigma of menstruation during the period of Renaissance Humanism. [13:  Cathy McClive, ‘Leviticus and the problem of sex during genital fluxes’ in Menstruation and Procreation in Early Modern France (London: Ashgate Publishing, 2015), p. 31.]  [14:  Ibid., p. 37.]  [15:  Emile Littré, Histoire naturelle de Pline (1848), cited in Cathy McClive, Menstruation and Procreation in Early Modern France (London: Routledge, 2016), p. 31.]  [16:  Cathy McClive, ‘Leviticus and the problem of sex during genital fluxes’ in Menstruation and Procreation in Early Modern France (London: Ashgate Publishing, 2015), p. 31.] 

It can potentially be argued that interest in menstruation, conception and childbirth actually flourished under Renaissance Humanism. There exists a school of thought that Renaissance Humanism led to the knowledge of the female body, and that there no longer remained the stagnant view of the female reproductive system that had existed during the Middle Ages. One way in which this knowledge was improved, was the popularisation of anatomical illustrations during the Renaissance. It was during this period that anatomical illustrations of the female human body, with particular emphasis on the female reproductive system beginning to appear in Renaissance works, thus furthering Renaissance understanding of the female body. It could therefore be argued that, to an extent, Renaissance Humanism improved knowledge of the female reproductive system during this period, through the inclusion of anatomical illustrations of the female body in mainstream medical treatises. 
	As previously mentioned, there existed during the Middle Ages a belief that the pains a woman must endure during childbirth were the consequences of Eve’s sins during the Fall of Man. Whilst some Renaissance Humanists such as Savonarola rejected this idea, others still maintained this opinion. Indeed, even within wider society during the Renaissance, there existed the belief that a female would forever be sinful for she had inherited it from Eve. The Countess of Lincoln in 1622 stated that, “We have followed Eve in Transgression…Let us follow her in Obedience”, apparently willing to continue suffering from pains in order to find redemption, a medieval concept that the Renaissance had failed to quash and instead seemingly furthered.[footnoteRef:17] The sins inherited from Eve also played a prominent role in the development of dissection during the Renaissance. A woman’s body, it was believed, encompassed Eve’s disobedience and immorality, and as such, during dissection, a female’s cause of death would be investigated through harsh judgement in order to perceive the “theological, social and scientific need to master her aberrant sexual nature”, whereas a male cadaver would receive no such interrogation unless under specific circumstance.[footnoteRef:18] It could therefore be perceived that issues surrounding female health and medicine during the Renaissance was largely determined by the patriarchy of the time.  [17:  Elizabeth Clinton, Countess of Lincoln, The Countess of Lincoln’s Nursery (1622), cited in Antonia Fraser, The Weaker Vessel: Woman’s Lot in Seventeenth-century England (Indiana: Mandarin, 1984), p. 80.]  [18:  Jonathan Sawday, ‘The Realm of Anatomia Dissecting People’ in The Body Emblazoned: Dissection and the human body in Renaissance culture (London: Routledge, 1995), p. 224.] 

	The concept of surgery certainly existed during the Middle Ages, where the medieval battlefield provided surgeons with cadavers in which they could devise new medical techniques. Indeed, it was during the twelfth-century that medical manuscripts began to include illustrations of a ‘wound man’, in which would depict bodily inflictions and advice on how to treat them. Roger of Salerno’s medical treatise, Chirurgia Practica (1180), was one of the first medieval manuscripts on the subject of surgery and anatomy in the vernacular, and no doubt influenced later medieval and Renaissance scholars in their works on the advancement of surgery.[footnoteRef:19] Additionally, Guy de Chauliac, a French scholar writing on the cusp of the Renaissance, contributed to the advancement of surgical knowledge during the late Middle Ages in his Chirurgia Magna (c. 1390s), a medical treatise in which built upon the pre-existing concepts of surgery. Guy de Chauliac had listed the four qualities essential to scholars studying medicine during the fourteenth-century, and placed emphasis that the scholar “should be learned”, as well as having knowledge of “not only the principles of surgery but also those of medicine in theory and practice”.[footnoteRef:20] Interestingly, it would seem that the importance of experience and knowledge of medicine typically associated with Renaissance Humanism, was in fact a pre-established concept of the Middle Ages. As such, we cannot wholly credit the advancement of surgery and anatomy to the humanists of the Renaissance, as anatomy already had a foothold even during the early Middle Ages. [19:  Trinity College Cambridge, Roger of Salerno’s Surgery [online].]  [20:  Guy de Chauliac, Chirurgia Magna (c.1390s), cited in Ian Dawson, The History of Medicine: Medicine in the Middle Ages (New York: Enchanted Lion Books, 2005), p. 33.] 

	However, Renaissance Humanism certainly contributed significantly to the advancement of dissection, particularly in the case of the dissection of the female body. The anatomical illustrations of the Renaissance typically featured male cadavers, which consolidates this idea that medicine during the late Middle Ages and the Renaissance was an exclusively male subject. However, it was during the Renaissance that female anatomical illustrations began to emerge, generally to present the differentiation between the reproductive systems of males and females. As such, a large percentage of female anatomical illustrations featured women during pregnancy, their wombs often represented as a flower in bloom.[footnoteRef:21] The patriarchy that existed during the Renaissance was also evident during the dissection of female cadavers, as it was believed that a female’s body was essentially the “lesser version of the same”, with significant figures such as Leonardo da Vinci regarding the female reproductive system as the inverse version of that of a male’s.[footnoteRef:22] Therefore, although Renaissance Humanism arguably improved the anatomy and dissection of females only to a great extent, it otherwise still remained an exclusively-male, and still stigmatised subject. [21:  It is interesting to draw upon the similarity between these floral wombs and the naturalistic imagery of Mary Carey’s Upon the Sight of My Abortive Birth, which regards the female body as a ‘growing tree’.]  [22:  Kramarae, Cheris, and Spender, Dale, ‘Anatomy’ in Routledge International Encyclopaedia of Women: Global Women’s Issues and Knowledge (London Routledge, 2004), p. 51.] 

	In conclusion, attitudes towards the female body, medicine and health evolved to some degree during the Renaissance. Invariably, inventions such as Gutenberg’s printing press, which led to the dissemination of treatises dedicated entirely to knowledge of the female body, as well as the inclusion of anatomical illustrations depicting female bodies, played significant and pivotal roles in the advancement of humanist knowledge of medicine. The phenomenon of Renaissance dissection and anatomy further revealed knowledge of the female body, which had previously been ignored during the Middle Ages to a large extent. Although we must certainly consider the impact of ancient traditions surrounding issues such as menstruation and childbirth, on the whole Renaissance Humanism moved away from these ancient teachings and instead became modernised and based upon experiences. Despite this, aspects of the female body still remained relatively unknown during the Renaissance and were little improved even until the pre-industrial era.
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