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A Critical Comparison of Two Secondary Sources
This essay critically compares and contrasts two JSTOR papers.  The two papers chosen are Nancy Siraisi, ‘Anatomizing the Past: Physicians and History in Renaissance Culture.’  Renaissance Quarterly 53, no. 1 (2000): 1-30 and Alisha Rankin, ‘Telling Time through Medicine: A Gendered Perspective.'  Gendered Temporalities in the Early Modern World, edited by Merry E. Wiesner-Hanks, 95-114: Amsterdam University Press, 2018.  My aim is to place each article and author in context, who the authors are, who they are writing for, including a critical look at the timing of the articles, particulary Siraisi, where and how they were published and who their respective audiences are, as well as a brief overview of the content of each paper, I will then compare and contrast the two pieces detailing similarities and differences between their styles, content, focus and their use of sources and end with my conclusions.  
I will start with the doyenne of Renaissance History, Nancy Siraisi[footnoteRef:1] born in 1932 and still alive today at the age of 93, she is one of a cadre of women academics, particularly at City University of New York (CUNY) who in the 20th century forged out academic acclaim via History, particularly focussing upon various aspects of the Renaissance period.[footnoteRef:2]  There’s a multiplicity inherent in Siraisi’s presentation, on the one hand she is cataloguing or ‘anatomizing’ the past, tracking  her speciality; the presentation of history through the male  academic culture of physicians, who in the Renaissance period experienced their medical studies and careers as inseparable from the academia and lineage of the past,  writing journals, treatise, critiques and translations of Plato, Aristotle,  Hippocrates and Galen, citing their forefathers as part of the science of their healing art, spotlighting  the growing role of the  narrative discourse within medicine. On the other hand she makes great embodied use of her personal platform to do a similar retrospective for the role of 20th century women academics, she herself was one of the women Presidents of the Renaissance Society of America[footnoteRef:3] and her paper is the Josephine Waters Bennett Lecture[footnoteRef:4] given at the 1999 Conference, therefore following tradition and etiquette the lecture is published in the Renaissance Quarterly, the date of which is Spring 2000 and thereby gains the number 1 of Volume 53.  So at the dawning of the new millennium she makes her point and takes her place as a woman academic going into the future, under a woman’s Presidency[footnoteRef:5] from her lineage.   [1:  Nancy Siraisi 1932- present day, Professor Emerita in History at Hunter College and City University of New York Wikipedia ]  [2:  Pearl Kibre 1900-1985 on the faculty of Hunter College from 1937 until she retired in 1971, helped found the doctoral program in history at the Graduate Center of the City University of New York. Many papers cited to her specialising in the Renaissance era. C Doris Hellman 1910-1973 specialising in 16th 17th century astronomy and a translator of a biography of Johannes Kepler. Professor at Pratt Institute  and later at Queens College, City University of New York Wikipedia ]  [3:  RSA women Presidents Josephine Waters Bennett 1963-1964,  Phyllis W.G. Gordon 1967-1968, Phyllis Pray Bober 1983, Elizabeth Eisenstein 1986, Louise George Clubb 1991, Nancy Siraisi 1994-96, Barbara C Bowen 1996-98, Patricia Fortini Brown 2000-02, Jessie Ann Owens 2004-06, Elizabeth Cropper 2010-12, Pamela H Smith 2016-18, Clare Carroll 2018-20, Mara Wade 2020-22  (https://www.rsa.org/page/Presidents)]  [4:  First woman President of the RSA (https://www.rsa.org/page/Presidents)]  [5:  Patricia Fortini Brown 2000-02 ((https://www.rsa.org/page/Presidents)] 

She opens her paper speaking of a ‘royal example’ that ‘buttresses the claim’[footnoteRef:6]  that reading history could ‘cure all serious illnesses of the body and mind’[footnoteRef:7] and goes on to actually mention the current date to reinforce the shift into the millennium which she herself is at the spearhead of  ‘The idea of the healing power of history – however implausible it may look at the end of the twentieth century –‘ [footnoteRef:8]  and throughout her delivery she cites over 100 men from past history but mentions more current women academics and researchers or when she once mentions a man and woman’s name together, his comes second, i.e. ‘Paula Findlen, Harold Cook’ [footnoteRef:9] [6:  ‘Bodin….butressed the claim with royal examples’  N Siraisi Nancy,  'Anatomizing the Past: Physicians and History in Renaissance Culture.’  Renaissance Quarterly 53, no. 1 (2000): 1]  [7:  ibid]  [8:  ibid]  [9:  Ibid:3] 

 The contrasting paper is by Alisha Rankin [footnoteRef:10]and like Siraisi[footnoteRef:11] she is a white American middle class multi-lingual Professor, a History Chair in the 21st century at Tufts University in Renaissance & Reformation course development, teaching as well as publishing books and papers and like Siraisi winning academic awards and prizes.[footnoteRef:12] She too focuses on medicine and early modern European history (c.1450-1700), yet from a very different perspective, that of underrepresented groups in history, ‘I am particularly interested in the intersection of scholarly and lay knowledge in the history of medicine and pharmacy’ [footnoteRef:13] Her paper is Chapter 4 of her book[footnoteRef:14]  and has a totally different aim and audience,  the focus of the chapter has a very tight lens,  she zooms in  on the primary source of correspondence  letters from 1557-75 between two aristocratic women to reveal the elements of how women experienced time, ‘Drawing on letters and medicinal recipes, it argues that women both reflected broader  reckonings of time and drew their own concepts of medical temporality from the female body’[footnoteRef:15]  she draws parallels with current research in the fields of philosophy and sociology and the view of how women’s bodies still have a ‘disjunction with medical time as prescribed in hospitals’[footnoteRef:16] citing work by Thomas [footnoteRef:17] Other  primary sources are specific letters from 1578, 1580 and an almanac for the year 1571 by physician and ‘Krakow University astrologer’ Peter Slovacius[footnoteRef:18] although in the title of the picture Figure 4.2 the year reads 1581 as does the reference ‘Slovacius, Almanach auff das 1581 jar’[footnoteRef:19] a possible typo error that would have made her cross I’m sure.  [10:  English, German, Spanish]  [11:  English, Latin, Italian ]  [12:  Alisha Rankin, Department of History, Tufts University, School of Arts and Sciences (as.tufts.edu)]  [13:  ibid]  [14:  Gendered Temporalities in the Early Modern World, ed. Merry E. Wiesner-Hanks, pub Amsterdam University Press (2018)]  [15:  ibid Telling Time Chap 4, Abstract ]  [16:  ibid :97]  [17:  Thomas Hilary, ‘Time and the Cervix: Pizzini, ‘Women’s Time’ Zeiler and Käll, ed., Feminist  Phenomenology and Medicine]  [18:  ibid :101]  [19:  ibid :101] 

The language of the two pieces is completely different due to their intended audiences and formats. Siraisi’s is firstly a live speech at the RSA Conference and has an intimacy; her audience are professional peers and friends. There are points in the paper where the humour of shared jokes in history comes through and you can imagine the tone of her voice changing to express this, plus the last woman President, Barbara C Bowen[footnoteRef:20] was known for her humour and this is mirrored as a collective shared recognition between the past and the present ‘Laurent Joubert, professor and chancellor of the University of Montpellier, is probably best remembered today for his vernacular treatises on popular errors and on laughter’[footnoteRef:21] and other small anecdotes  to lighten the tone and possibly spoken  ‘- as one must say --  gossipy.’ [footnoteRef:22]to the audience e.g.  ‘his important work on the natural history of fish’[footnoteRef:23] and ‘we learn about the scandal  caused by Rondelet’s dissection of the dead body of his son’[footnoteRef:24] and ‘that he had been given poison by a prostitute’.[footnoteRef:25]  Then later her speech is available to the whole readership of the RSA via the Spring Quarterly, where she gives them the delight of reading copious footnotes, 93 in total in Latin, French and Italian to enjoy over morning coffee to go with their cryptic crossword and a comprehensive bibliography of 222 to peruse, a millennial treat from the royalty of the RSA for their New Year pleasure.  [20:  Barbara C. Bowen ‘Humour and Humanism in the Renaissance’ - Variorum Collected Studies, Routledge (2019)]  [21:  Nancy Siraisi,  'Anatomizing the Past: Physicians and History in Renaissance Culture.’  Renaissance Quarterly 53, no. 1 (2000): 17]  [22:  ibid :18]  [23:  ibid ]  [24:  ibid]  [25:  ibid] 

Rankin uses a straightforward, plain English didactic format, there is a longer abstract at the start of her chapter and unlike Siraisi doesn’t use any jargon/foreign words scattered through the piece unless she explains them  i.e. ‘Early modern physicians’ case studies of individual patients, published in collections known as Curationes and Observationes’[footnoteRef:26]  and ‘Astrological information was usually included in the small, folded books known as ‘vade mecum’  that physicians sometimes carried’[footnoteRef:27]  Her use of footnotes is kept to a bare minimum, 57 in total which are brief and functional and her conservative bibliography of 50 reflects the works cited in her tightly focussed Chapter 4. [26:  ibid : 99]  [27:  ibid :100] 

The two papers  share a focus on medicine in the Renaissance period, Siraisi from the men involved in the profession and their ‘fascination with remote antiquity’[footnoteRef:28]  and the subsequent ‘emergence of a new genre, the biography of a celebrated modern physician’[footnoteRef:29]   in her lecture  she cites many physicians who critique Hippocrates, most notably Galen who was ‘a pioneer of historical scholarship on Hippocrates’[footnoteRef:30]  and goes onto the Gabriel Naudés biography on the life of  the physician Girolamo Cardano from the 16th century. Cardano is a resource that both women mention, Rankin using his ‘careful records on his own diet’ and referencing Siraisi’s own book[footnoteRef:31] to highlight the passage of time in relation to diet and ageing. Rankin’s perspective is predominantly feminine and details how busy the women were with planning, harvesting, making tinctures and salves and treating the poor who queued up at the back door to be treated whilst critiquing the concept of time and how their lives experienced all the various models of time, ‘astrological, seasonal, liturgical’ [footnoteRef:32] as well as ‘the background of horological time’[footnoteRef:33] and how time was  ‘central to the  theory of the four humors, and several Hippocratic and Galenic texts addressed the topic specifically’[footnoteRef:34]    [28:  ibid:16]  [29:  ibid:16]  [30:  Nancy Siraisi,  'Anatomizing the Past: Physicians and History in Renaissance Culture.’  Renaissance Quarterly 53, no. 1 (2000): 9]  [31:  Nancy Siraisi, ‘The Clock and the Mirror: Girolamo Cardano and Renaissance medicine (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1997) ]  [32:  Gendered Temporalities in the Early Modern World, ed. Merry E. Wiesner-Hanks, pub Amsterdam University Press (2018):97]  [33:  ibid]  [34:  ibid:98] 

Medical time and observation of the heavens is expressed by Rankin when she quotes Wilberding, ‘The interwoven system of humours, diseases, and the movement of the stars and planets is striking in its cyclical nature – it relied on patterns that returned. It featured the microcosm of the human embedded in a macrocosm of time, a theme that became even more important in Renaissance scholarship, with increasing Neoplatonic influence’ [footnoteRef:35]  this quote encapsulates precisely as a metaphor  what the two papers are doing, Siraisi is the macrocosmic to Rankin’s microcosmic, or, as Rankin calls it ‘big time’[footnoteRef:36] to ‘the nitty-gritty’ [footnoteRef:37] where she quotes Hohberg directly.[footnoteRef:38]  Siraisi in her paper speaks about ‘the strong competitive or performative element in academic life encouraged a display of historical learning in prefaces and opening lectures’[footnoteRef:39] and this is precisely what she herself is doing, having had to compete in a man’s world for a place in Academia, so that now many more women like Rankin can access and lead History forward into new territory; the overlooked, the hidden, the missing voices.  [35:  Wilberding James, ‘Neoplatonism and Medicine’, The Routledge Handbook of Neoplatonism, ed. By Pauliina Remes and Svetla Slavea-Griffin (London/New York:Routledge, 2014):356-71 ]  [36:  Gendered Temporalities in the Early Modern World, ed. Merry E. Wiesner-Hanks, pub Amsterdam University Press (2018):103]  [37:  ibid]  [38:  Hohberg, Wolfgang Helmhard von, Georgica Curiosa oder Adeliches Land-Leben, 3 vols. (Nuremberg 1682)]  [39:  Nancy Siraisi,  'Anatomizing the Past: Physicians and History in Renaissance Culture.’  Renaissance Quarterly 53, no. 1 (2000): 10
] 

To conclude I have explored who each woman is, their academic background and the context of where they work and teach, I have detailed the differences between the style of each paper, who the intended audience is and what format and register is used. I’ve drawn out areas of similarity such as the Renaissance period, medicine and academia and the concept of time and shared references and highlighted the different viewpoints of gender within history and  the evolving academic profession itself. 	
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