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A Critical Comparison of Two JSTOR Papers
Word count: 2,677
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”
, and Alisha Rankin, ‘Telling Time Through Medicine: A Gendered Perspective’.
 Beginning with an examination of how each author approaches the subject of medical practice, theory, and the role of physicians in Renaissance culture, this essay will look at similarities and differences in the authors’ intentions, methods and sources cited to support and illustrate their ideas. An introduction to the authors will contextualize their papers and serve as a foundation to explore how the contrasts and similarities elucidate the intentions of the authors towards their subject.

    Nancy Siraisi is a leading scholar and historian of medicine whose work has analyzed texts written by and about medical practitioners of Medieval and Renaissance history. Her books include Taddeo Alderotti and His Pupils (1981), Medieval and Early Renaissance Medicine (1990), and History, Medicine, and the Traditions of Renaissance Learning (2007). She is professor emeritus of the Graduate Center, City University of New York. In addition to her numerous publications, lectures, and awards, she was a 2008 recipient of the MacArthur Fellowship Award.

    Alisha Rankin is Associate Professor of History at Tufts University, where she teaches early modern European history, the history of science and medicine, the history of the book, and women’s history. Her book Panaceia’s Daughters: Noblewomen as Healers in Early Modern Germany (University of Chicago Press, 2013) won the 2014 Gerald Strauss Prize for Reformation History. She is the coeditor of Secrets and Knowledge in Medicine and Science 1500–1800 (Ashgate) and the author of numerous articles. Her most recent book is The Poison Trials: Wonder Drugs, Experiment, and the Battle for Authority in Renaissance Science (University of Chicago Press, 2021)
 

    An overarching motif on which both Siraisi and Rankin base their papers is biographical portrait; both illustrate historical points through the lives and works of individual physicians and healers. Another general common theme is that of interwoven or overlapping classifications or influences. Siraisi explores the prevalence of historical interest and writing that many physicians integrated into their medical profession and looks at the cultural influences and the variations in how this manifested. Rankin focuses on the overlapping systems of time in Renaissance medical practice — astrological, seasonal, liturgical and horological. Her type of biography is a intimate and detailed account of two aristocratic women and friends: the German countess Dorothea of Mansfield (1493–1578) and Electress Anna of Saxony (1532–1585)
 She brings the wider lens of the subject of time in this Renaissance medical culture to focus on a measurement 

of time particular to the lives of women brought to life by the letters exchanged by these two women. While Siraisi creates biographical portraits through the literary works of the Renaissance figures and the historical meaning, Rankin evokes the lived experience of her subjects and creates connections beyond those specific to the historical period. 
Nancy Siraisi: Intention, Method, Sources
Siraisi states her subject, intention and method clearly, differentiating her question based on the thesis: how the historical milieu influenced the physicians and in turn, how medical theory and practice influenced the society, culture and religion of the time. This essay will first look at examples of how she illustrates this symbiotic relationship before looking at Alisha Rankin’s approach to her subject and further points of contrast and comparison. 
    Siraisi states that there are numerous connections linking physicians and the reading and writing of history. She writes that they, “…exemplify the ancient affinity of medicine, rhetoric, and history…[and] illuminate both medical culture and the place of medicine in the intellectual world.”
 She then poses the questions: what aspects of Renaissance medicine resonated with the contemporary understanding of history; what kind of history did medical doctors write; and what kind of doctors wrote history? 
    The way Siraisi brings the subject of Humanism into the essay is characteristic of her method. She writes that the culture of late humanism was historically oriented—that there was a natural synchronism of disciplines; physicians were not isolated specialists but participated in a culture which valued history. While her description is characteristic of humanism, Siraisi does not define or interpret this term; she defines through examples. Similarly, she does not introduce the physicians of the fifteenth- to early-seventeenth-century but exclusively uses their writings as her source. Three historical figures: Machiavelli (1469–1527), Bodin (1530–1596) and Mercuriale (1530–1606), who she translates from the original Italian and Latin, considered medicine to be inextricable to the history of human affairs in addition to its practical use in medical knowledge and practice itself. The Greek physician Claudius Galen and his theories are also included without introduction, indicating as do the above examples, that Siraisi is writing to an audience well versed in Renaissance history. This essay, whether written expressly as a lecture or for print, was delivered as “The 1999 Josephine Waters Bennett Lecture” to the Renaissance Society as well as printed in the Renaissance Quarterly. 
    Siraisi writes that in Italy, some physicians acquired humanistic and historical tastes through their private reading, and cites the wealthy medical bibliophile, Giovanni di Marco da Rimini, and his vast collection of books on scholastic medicine, philosophy, ancient history. Siraisi includes but doesn’t emphasize the advent of the printing press in the fifteenth century, and its influence on the growth of private libraries. Again, this is a quality both of her style of focus and indicates a specialized audience who she would assume could draw this historical connection to humanism.
    
    Intrinsic to changes such as greater interest in particulars of Galenic medicine and personal observation, is the rise of narrative medicine. She notes the publication of the complete Hippocratic opus in Latin in 1525 and in Greek in 1526, and writes that this “made some of the most important examples of ancient medical narrative, namely the case histories in the complete Epidemics readily available for the first time.”
 She writes that printed editions of Galen strengthened awareness of the extent to which he narrated accounts of his cases, further strengthening the use of both narrative and history in medical writing. 
    She writes that the collection of Hippocratic psyeudepigraphia, most of which was translated into Latin in the fifteenth century, was repeatedly printed in the sixteenth. Most importantly was the Renaissance recovery of treatises, new translations, and the dissemination of Galen’s entire work in print, strengthening his already dominant place in sixteenth century medicine.
 Thus the confluence and interdependence of publishing, translating, accruing libraries and the practice of historical medical writing comprise this Renaissance movement. 
The Uses of Medical Writing

Siraisi turns to the use that the medical men made of this increased availability of knowledge—of the activity of their own editing, translating and analysing ancient texts. The competitive or performative side of academic life, she writes, encouraged the growing use of historical and biographical content in prefaces, and as openings for lectures. Another development, made available by Greek editions of Galen’s works, were biographical information supplied by Galen himself. But the influence Siraisi emphasizes is the tendency to revise biographical information based on the current codes of morality and literary interest. Thus, the historical treatises on Hippocrates take on dimensions of interest to the physician—his philosophical studies, his curriculum of liberal disciplines and arts along with emphasizing his noble descent and elaborate family tree.
 
    Beyond works on the history of medicine or biographies of physicians, some physicians wrote on general historical topics. But these ‘physician-historian types’ were 
finding audiences outside of the medical field, in humanistic circles. Some physicians abandoned their medical practice altogether in favour of history writing and ‘ecclesiastical careerism’. She draws an inclusive summation of her varied examples of medically trained historians, writing that the circumstances conditioning these Renaissance physicians were,
the general humanistic background that they shared with contemporaries in other fields; the presence of historical content within medicine; and those developments in Renaissance medicine and life sciences that increased emphasis on the recording of particulars, the construction of narrative, and the analysis of past events.

    
    Her most in-depth analysis is of Girolamo Cardano, whose vast works are dedicated to revisioning critiques of major medical figures, such as Galen. She introduced Cardano briefly in the opening section of her essay as having “challenged exemplary history by writing an Encomium of Nero.”
 He analysed the horoscope of the emperor, Nero, interpreting it as a portrait of a ‘monster of villainy’, which characterized his work on other major figures as being highly subjective, opinionated, and in reversing the commonly held reputations of the subjects. But Cardano’s attack on Galen was directed at his morality more than his medical teaching, reversing the Renaissance trend of exalting Galen. She points out that Cardano’s overarching thesis is the critiquing of fame itself; he emphasized the dependence of fame on historical context and that the real characters of famous men are more complex and ambivalent. 
    Siraisi methodically, though fluidly, follows her line of questioning by presenting the varieties of figures whose lives and work revealed the historical interests in Renaissance culture, the growing importance of commentary as a medical genre, and the classicizing impulse as the impulses furthering Renaissance learning. The specific genres of writing accruing within the medical field are the evidence of the trends pointing to the wider culture, and she lets that evidence speak for itself. 
    It is notable that quotations from her primary sources in the original language — mostly Latin, but also Italian and French — undoubtedly contain much of the nuance, color and atmosphere of her subject. An academic and multilingual reader would be granted entry into this dimension.
Alisha Rankin: Intention, Method, Sources 
‘Telling Time Through Medicine’ is written in a more accessible style than that of Siraisi’s essay, which is consistent with Rankin’s intimate approach to the subjects she uses to elucidate her thesis. She invites the reader by proposing that the different 
concepts of time in early modern medicine are gendered. She first introduces her two subjects, Dorothea Mansfeld and Anna of Saxony with quotations from a letter of Anna to Dorothea concerning calculations around the time her daughter-in-law will give birth. Rankin introduces in this brief quotation the complex overlapping systems of time in Anna’s calculations: the approaching liturgical season, the calendrical date of her estimations along with the impossibility of knowing when the baby would come—horological time versus biological time. Rankin notes that medicine, then as now, revolves around a contrast between the ‘objective time’ as measured by clocks and dates of appointments and the ‘embodied time’ experienced by medical patients. 
    Rankin then turns from the general concept of her thesis to women as healers, referring to her own book, Panaceia’s Daughters, stating that, “…specifically aristocratic women became known for their healing efforts.”
 While they stood within the circle of educated culture, they remained outside of it as well. She writes that elite women were often thought of as wasters of time, while men lived by 

schedules. She poses the question of how this attitude might influence women healers, and how the various concepts of time entered their experience and work.

Conceptions of Time in Medicine

Rankin presents the conceptions which were foundational to medical practice in the sixteenth century as a method of creating primarily the lived context from which to measure the experience of her two subjects. After explaining the Galenic humors, the qualities, and their seasonal associations, she writes,
The interwoven system of humors, 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.

Rankin thus offers an important contrast to Siraisi by giving the reader definitions of the medical theories of the time, which were also integral to Humanism. Writing about Marsilio Ficino, who was pivotal in the Christian world in the fifteenth century in defining Humanism, Nicholas Campion defines Humanism writing, 
The Humanists believed the Neoplatonic dogma that human beings possessed a universal ability to envision and attain the highest good, to draw close to the One…The concept of astrological healing…depended on the belief that the universe was as much an interior phenomenon as an external one. Success depended on the physician’s ability to locate the patient’s inner planets and zodiac.
 
    Rankin describes the healing roles men and women played in terms of the master and mistress of a household — a physician and his wife. The physician operated in the realm of formal medical knowledge based on the seasonal and horological 
systems of medical time. The mistress was responsible for the application of these principles and, “…for specific duties such as planting the herb garden, making medicines and caring for the sick.”
 While she writes that not all medical labor was divided in exactly this way, “…seeing to the herb garden, making medicines (especially by distillation), overseeing the household apothecary, and caring for the sick” was consistently the domain of women.
 
Dorothea of Mansfeld and Anna of Saxony

The correspondence of the two women extends from 1557–75; Dorothea was a widow whose span of age during this period would have been approximately 65–83; 
Anna of Saxony was 39 years her junior. She writes that their correspondence 

contains the ideas of, “…the importance of botanical time, concern over lack of time and the complicated nature of childbirth and time.”
 Details of Dorothea’s letters, such as having to drop her work to distill the fresh violets given to her by some local women, bring into focus that botanical time was primary to the rhythms of her day. She writes to Anna how poor people arrive for medicinal care from morning to evening; she rises every morning at three o’clock to make her aqua vitae. She expresses, at age 80, that she is overworked, and that because of it she is delayed from visiting Anna.
    While Anna of Saxony’s life was influenced by the biological forces of childbirth, her own pregnancies and those of her fellow noble women, Rankin summarizes the common experience expressed by both, writing that,

…their healing practices were beholden to forces outside their own control — the vicissitudes of botanical time, the lack of enough hours in a day, the requirements of daily life as an aristocratic lady.

Rankin discusses the layered calculations which pregnancy and childbirth required, not unlike the tending of plants: calendrical calculation of time of conception, the calculation of ‘quickening’ or movement of the fetus, and the frequent contradictions between them. The details of the letters on these calculations evoke this shared experience — the complexity and the vital role of dialogue on these matters. Anna’s letters express the pressure of finding midwives for herself and her 
fellow noblewomen, pointing to the value, the need, and the presumed dearth of care 
in medicine in this domain. 
Conclusion 
Siraisi’s biographical portraits are, more precisely, literary biographies. Her scholarship is both focused and comprehensive in her sources. She provides a balance of secondary and primary sources, many of which are her own translations or included in footnotes in the 
original Latin, Italian. or French of the author. Rankin’s sources are primarily secondary, writers whose topics are aligned with women’s history and biology. Rankin cites the work of Siraisi at several points in her essay; Siraisi’s works serve as a more formal historical underpinning for Rankin’s intimate self-portrait of the lives of two women healers, expressed in their own words. 
    While Siraisi’s essay is specific to a historical period, Rankin takes a universal — almost cosmological system—time — and brings it to life within a specific period.
Nicholas Campion defines cosmology, writing, “Broadly defined, it deals with the ways in which human beings locate themselves in relation to the cosmos, seen as the 
totality of everything.”
 Rankin shows how time, in its shape-shifting, timeless forms, envelops, limits, and can bring readers into the experience of the sixteenth-century women in her essay.  
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