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THE realities of health and disease , the 
needs of patients and their experiences at 
the hands of medical practitioners cannot 
fail to make interesting reading. Physi­
cians are in intimate contact with their 
patients at the great human crises of birth 
and death, and the story of their profes­
sional lives is always rich in human signifi­
cance. Yet given the promising subject of 
her book, Nancy Siraisi's study of medi­
aeval medical practices in western Europe 
is strangely disappointing. The tone of her 
monograph is unnecessarily desiccated 
and, except in her more lively chapter on 
surgical techniques, gives little sense of 
the human lives which she is chronicling. 

Siraisi begins by tracing the dominant 
influences of ptolemaic astronomy, aristot­
elian logic, epistemology, cosmology and 
physics on the conceptualization and 
practice of medicine in the four centuries 
before 1500. She traces the ancient and 
Islamic antecedents of west European 
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medical ideas , showing the continuing 
importance of hippocratic authors and the 
galenic system. The gradual multiplica­
tion of medical books and their accumula­
tion in monasteries and later universities 
steadily increased the theoretical, system­
atic and learned elements in medicine 
until a rich, specialised literature had 
developed. Beginning in Salerno, medi­
cine became a part of university curricula , 
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about physicians' status and emoluments. 
The criticism of the better-educated 
mediaeval physicians that they are pur­
suing for mercenary motives subjects that 
should be studied out of charity or for Jove 
of pure knowledge will be familiar to 
many contemporary readers. The ways in 
which christianization resulted in new 
centres of healing (with monks turning 
some monasteries into medical centres), 

A stitch in time - in order clearly to illustrate the suturing procedure , the wound in this 
fourteenth-century miniature has been greatly exaggerated . 

and, as shown by the life of the fifteenth­
century literary humanist and medical 
practitioner Michele Savonarola, the 
subject was accepted as one of the higher 
branches of learning. Siraisi describes the 
extent of physiological and anatomical 
knowledge and surgical techniques, and 
other treatments such as phlebotomy, 
blood-letting and herbalism. She also 
shows the primacy in mediaeval medical 
theory of belief in the four humours , and 
in the use of concept of complexion to 
identify the different elements of the 
human body- a set of beliefs which were 
finally shaken by the epidemic of syphilis 
in the 1490s. 

Some of the most successful passages of 
her book concern questions of profes­
sional identity. The gradual professional-

. ization of medical practice, the contrasts 
between lettered practitioners in rich, 
urban areas and lowly empirics in poor, 
rural districts, the ways in which medical 
specialization became a mark of low status 
in practitioners , the employment by 
mediaeval municipalities of distinguished 
medical men, the persistent sub-cultures 
of women surgeons and of Jewish physi­
cians - these historical developments are 
all discussed, in ways which recall many 

1 familiar twentieth-century controversies 

and the interplay between ideas of healing 
and faith, or evil and disease, are solidly 
but not searchingly described. 

Although Siraisi's book is offered as a 
resume of current historical understand­
ing and makes little pretence of offering 
ambitious or original insights for specialist 
scholars , some sections are abstruse and 
will make taxing reading for the non­
specialist. There is a tendency for truisms 
to be enunciated with ponderous impor­
tance as if they are astonishing new insights, 
as for example when readers are allowed 
to share Siraisi's dazzling realization that a 
talent for prognosis "was an important 
aspect of the physician's skill". Some 
compensation for the laboured prose is 
given by many excellent black and white 
illustrations of medical techniques taken 
from mediaeval or Renaissance treatises 
or manuscripts . These are informatively 
captioned , and provide a fascinating sense 
of medical iconography in a pre-literate 
society. Overall , Medieval and Early 
Renaissance Medicine is a reliable but very 
far from inspired general introduction to 
its subject. D 
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