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A Critical Comparison of Two Secondary Sources
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Introduction

The aim of this essay is to compare and contrast Nancy Siraisi’s article on ‘Anatomizing the Past: Physicians and History in Renaissance Culture’ published in the Renaissance Quarterly in 2000[footnoteRef:1], with Alisha Rankin’s ‘Telling Time through Medicine: A Gendered Perspective’ published in Gendered Temporalities in the Early Modern World in 2018.[footnoteRef:2] This essay will examine the similarities and differences between these two articles, which both focused on Renaissance medicine. The following three topics will be critically compared: the concept of cosmology behind Renaissance medicine, the notion of time in Renaissance medicine, and gender roles in Renaissance medicine. [1:  Nancy Siraisi, 'Anatomizing The Past: Physicians And History In Renaissance Culture’ in 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, edited by Merry E. Wiesner-Hanks, (Amsterdam: University Press, 2018) pp. 95-114.] 


Context 

Renaissance medicine was inspired by the studies of ancient, medieval, and modern literature. Classical texts experienced a revival in the Renaissance due to the translations by Marsilio Ficino of Florence.[footnoteRef:3] Works such as those by Plato, the Neoplatonists and the Corpus Hermeticum were translated into Latin and thus made accessible to a broad public. Of particular interest to the Renaissance scholars were studies of cosmology, nature and past events. Eugenio Garin suggests that during the Renaissance, the wisest individuals were regarded as those capable of interpreting history and predicting the negative effects of celestial alignments, as well as knowing how to avoid them.[footnoteRef:4] Both Siraisi's and Rankin's articles detail how healers of that time aspired to gain such wisdom by incorporating classical Greek philosophy into their healing practices. Siraisi contended that the practice of reading and writing history significantly contributed not only to the evolution of medicine but also to the advancement of life sciences in general. Rankin addressed Renaissance medicine by showcasing two committed female healers and their practical application of Galenic medicine. Rankin’s essay exemplifies to some extent what Siraisi wrote about in theory.  [3:  Angela Voss, ‘Introduction’ to ‘Marsilio Ficino’ Western Esoteric Masters Series, (California: North Atlantic Books, 2006), p. 1.]  [4:  Eugenio Garin, Astrology In The Renaissance, The Zodiac of Life, (London, Boston, Melbourne and Henley: Routledge & Kegan Paul Books, 1983), p. 16.] 


1. The concept of cosmology behind Renaissance medicine

[bookmark: _Hlk181292917]As a common ground, both essays acknowledge the influence of Hippocrates and Galen’s cosmology on Renaissance medicine, as both scholarly and popular medicine took the Greek philosophers as a model to cure patients. Clifford Geertz noted that cultural patterns are often argued to be ‘models’ made up of symbols that reflect relationships among entities in physical, organic, social, or psychological systems, paralleling, imitating, or simulating those relationships.[footnoteRef:5] Such models were taken from ancient texts and implemented in medical practice and studies during the Renaissance. Many physicians were familiar with astrology, and therefore, both essays in question dealt with astrology in Renaissance medicine. However, neither of them referred directly to what Patrick Curry described as the 'natural' and 'judicial' astrology of that time. Natural astrology believed in the cosmological influence on natural phenomena, such as weather and agriculture, which in turn affected mankind, from epidemics to significant political and religious changes. Judicial astrology, in contrast, focused on precise predictions derived from the planetary positions at a person's birth.[footnoteRef:6] Siraisi claimed that Renaissance physicians fired up the debate around these two types of medicine. Both articles pointed out the importance of Galenic medicine, which was the dominant authority in the early modern period and included both types of astrology. Rankin approached the topic from a practical standpoint, noting that women healers utilized the Hippocratic-Galenic medicine of the four humours, where the changing seasons were seen as significantly impacting a patient's vitality. Often, their healing practice was guided by handwritten copies of 'planet books', which provided them with hands-on information on the cosmic influences on health, nature and herbs.[footnoteRef:7] Siraisi, by contrast, treated the topic theoretically, mentioning that many physicians were also astrologers and drew from what she referred to as the ‘sister discipline’ of astrology.[footnoteRef:8] She noted that Galenic medicine was scrutinized by scholars, and Galen was criticized for not having been a proper astrologer.[footnoteRef:9] Glen M. Cooper who examined the wide criticism Galen received in that respect, stated that most pre-modern thinkers recognized the Hippocratic worldview interpreted by Galen. They thus accepted natural astrology as the influence of cosmological constellations on atmospheric conditions affecting both the weather and patients' healing chances, yet, not all supported the practice of creating horoscopes and predicting the future for an individual, which fell under the category of judicial astrology.[footnoteRef:10] Additionally, Siraisi emphasized the significance of Hippocrates' ‘Airs, Waters, Places’ and Ptolemy's ‘Tetrabiblos’ as essential texts but did not elaborate on them. Siraisi's approach to Renaissance medicine and cosmology was somewhat arbitrary, while Rankin provided insights into classical cosmology and its practical healing applications. The only practical example Siraisi gave was a short quotation about the condition of a patient who was suffering not only physically but, above all, emotionally.[footnoteRef:11] However, she quickly returned to a theoretical discussion among Renaissance physicians, whether medicine was an art, which they called ‘ars’, in the sense that it was a divine gift or a ‘scientia’, a science.[footnoteRef:12] The first built on Aristotle’s idea of the particularity of the individual, and the second on formulaic advice called ‘consilia’, recommendations for treatments, which followed reliable laws for application.[footnoteRef:13]  [5:  Clifford Geertz, On Cultural Theory: The Interpretation Of Cultures: Selected Essays, (New York: Basic Books, 1973), p. 92.]  [6:  Patrick Curry, Prophecy and Power: Astrology in Early Modern England, (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1989), pp. 1-15 (p. 8).]  [7:  Rankin, Alisha, Telling Time Through Medicine, p. 101.]  [8:  Siraisi, Nancy, Anatomizing The Past, p. 5.]  [9:  Siraisi, Nancy, Anatomizing The Past, p. 23.]  [10:  Glen M. Cooper, ‘Galen and Astrology: A Mésalliance?’ in Early Science and Medicine 16, no. 2 (2011), pp. 120–146, (p. 123-124). ]  [11:  Siraisi, Nancy, Anatomizing The Past, p. 6.]  [12:  Siraisi, Nancy, Anatomizing The Past, p. 4.]  [13:  Siraisi, Nancy, Anatomizing The Past, p. 6.] 


2. The notion of time in Renaissance medicine

Rankin noted that during the early modern period, overlapping time systems—astrological, seasonal, and liturgical—were used to address healing issues and predict childbirth. All systems were considered to be interconnected in terms of time. The medical practice, Rankin further argued, has always revolved around a series of questions related to time, historically and presently: How long has the pain been persisting, at what point in time have symptoms shown, when did the remedy need to be taken and when would it take effect.[footnoteRef:14] The fundamental question of life and death was always present. Time and timing were essential as a common basis for medical procedures, including bloodletting, taking remedies, and planting, harvesting, and preparing medicinal herbs. Women healers were guided by handwritten booklets, which contained information on the cosmic influences for health, nature and herbal growth. Rankin illustrated this point by discussing a letter exchange between two German noblewomen who were also healers. She included images, one of which depicted Slovacius's "The Zodiac Man" that helped the lay healers for specific treatments or procedures.[footnoteRef:15] Rankin observed a crucial distinction between 'objective time,' which was quantified using clocks, and 'embodied time,' which reflected the personal experiences of patients. In the early modern period, there was no abstract dimension of time yet, measuring time with clocks was still in its infancy. [footnoteRef:16] Therefore, time was not separate from biological or cosmological perceptions. Especially women who experienced monthly menstruation cycles, pregnancy and childbirth were sensitive to a time which was rather felt in the body, hence ‘embodied’, but was also experienced by patients in general.[footnoteRef:17] Siraisi, by contrast, did not write about time concepts directly. Her focus was on the importance of history, which touched on the concept of time only insofar as the story being told created a temporal sequence of events. Since many physicians were familiar with astrology, they were also familiar with retrospective analysis. By creating historical or biographical narratives, they promoted an understanding of temporal concepts in their field. Their case histories and treatises were influenced by astrology and served to build a line of reasoning backwards when investigating the cause of an illness.[footnoteRef:18] Though Siraisi did not explicitly mention it, physicians who were also astrologers were the ones who provided the lay healers with the very astrological calendars, tables, and almanacks that the women healers used. Time and the notion of cosmology were so essential, both for learned and lay healers that Rankin stated: ‘Calendar time (both religious and astrological), horological time, and the time expectations inherent in Galenic humoral theory all formed a backdrop to the perceptions of medical time.’[footnoteRef:19] [14:  Rankin, Alisha, Telling Time Through Medicine, p. 96.]  [15:  Rankin, Alisha, Telling Time Through Medicine, p. 101.]  [16:  Rankin, Alisha, Telling Time Through Medicine, p. 97.]  [17:  Rankin, Alisha, Telling Time Through Medicine, p. 96.]  [18:  Siraisi, Nancy, Anatomizing The Past, p. 8.]  [19:  Rankin, Alisha, Telling Time Through Medicine, p. 110.] 



3. Gender roles in Renaissance medicine 

The academic field of medicine in the early modern period was a male domain. Siraisi wrote exclusively about male scholars, which reflects the natural gender bias of the time. Rankin, in contrast, took specifically the perspective of female healers. Their understanding stemmed from their sensitivity to natural cycles and, thus, from a direct experience of cosmological phenomena.  While it may not be immediately apparent, Siraisi, too, presented a wealth of information in her article about gender in Renaissance medicine. Men could actively participate in shaping the academic field as scholars through the tradition of delivering speeches at academic ceremonies. It provided them with a crucial opportunity to contemplate their stance.[footnoteRef:20] It, therefore, comes as no surprise that Siraisi only listed men who contributed to the field of medicine and history. The scholars were men whose careers and networks extended beyond academic medical faculties into courtly or urban circles. They were often motivated by a desire for recognition from those in power.[footnoteRef:21] Thus, Siraisi indirectly painted a picture of male Renaissance physicians striving to play an important role in academia by wanting to contribute to an expansion of the sciences and their personal influence. Their motivations were diverse, ranging from humanistic interests to personal ambitions. Over time, scholars were preoccupied with ever-increasing competition in the dissemination of narratives, which is why critics increasingly sought and uncovered hidden motives or misinformation behind ancient and contemporary literature. Siraisi referred hereto to the sixteenth-century Italian physician Girolamo Cardano, who wrote some poignant comments about physicians and their ambitions. He claimed that men became famous for one of three reasons, such as exceptional skill in a valued activity, possession of great power, or outstanding piety. Further, Siraisi noted that Cardano saw men as either especially gifted in a field, fortunate or wise, or any combination of it.[footnoteRef:22] Rankin, too, referred to Cardano’s work, but in a different manner. She noted how carefully he had tracked his diet and pointed out his regimen throughout various life stages to effectively monitor changes in self-regulation as he aged.[footnoteRef:23] This is quite telling about Rankin’s approach to the topic. Even though women were not responsible for the big scheme of health - this was a man’s preoccupation - they were responsible for tasks such as preparing remedies for the apothecary and caring for the sick.[footnoteRef:24] Lacking formal academic training and opportunities for philosophical discourse, women had to focus on practical responsibilities. It was understood that a woman’s humour was by nature phlegmatic and, therefore, colder and wetter than men's, which meant that the seasonal changes affected them differently.[footnoteRef:25] Women were, therefore, not preoccupied with the grand scheme of philosophy and history, nor with personal fame or power. Rather they were concerned about the nitty-gritty of daily life and people’s health. Both essays clearly illustrate the gender roles in Renaissance medicine. Thus, though influenced by learned culture, women healers in the early modern period stood apart from academia but still played a crucial role in delivering healthcare to their community.[footnoteRef:26] [20:  Siraisi, Nancy, Anatomizing The Past, p. 16.]  [21:  Siraisi, Nancy, Anatomizing The Past, p. 18.]  [22:  Siraisi, Nancy, Anatomizing The Past, p. 23.]  [23:  Rankin, Alisha, Telling Time Through Medicine, p. 99.]  [24:  Rankin, Alisha, Telling Time Through Medicine, p. 103.]  [25:  Rankin, Alisha, Telling Time Through Medicine, p. 102.]  [26:  Rankin, Alisha, Telling Time Through Medicine, p. 98.] 



Conclusion

The articles by Siraisi and Rankin, which were compared and contrasted in this essay, dealt with the topic of medicine in the early modern period. The focus was put on the influence of Greek cosmology, the concept of time, and the differing gender roles in Renaissance medicine. Whereas Siraisi’s article focused on the larger schemes and theories of Renaissance cosmology, Rankin’s exemplified the implementation of Galenic medicine into practice by women lay healers. Concerning the notion of time, Siraisi emphasized the Renaissance physicians’ interests in narratives, which were strongly influenced by their practice of astrology. Rankin, on the other hand, highlighted the different time systems women experienced in their healing practice. Both articles provide valuable insights into gender roles. Siraisi effectively illustrated that academia was predominantly a man's world, while Rankin shed light on women's daily healing businesses. Siraisi and Rankin aimed their articles at an audience familiar with the academic and scientific pursuits of the early modern period. Rankin frequently referred to Siraisi's work and Siraisi appeared to address her fellow academics by referencing a wide range of authors. Siraisi’s article, however, seemed to be over-ambitious and rather unorganized, lacking headings and a clearly defined aim. The numerous details and various threads obscured her main points, making it challenging for the reader. Rankins's essay, in contrast, was clearly structured and logical in its build-up. She focused effectively on the topics outlined in the title, illustrating her points with exemplary material, thereby appealing to both academics in her field and a broader readership.
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