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Introduction
Medieval Medicine in Medieval Society
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This issue focuses on the history of medieval medicine
in Western and Latin Europe, but the ensemble may ap-
pear lacking on several topics. In fact, none of the au-
thors directly addresses diseases and therapies, nor do
they, in some way, center their studies on the medical
thinking produced by the great authorities of the past.
This absence is the result of a conscious effort to broad-
en our perspectives, moving away from rigid schemes
of a teleological history of medicine — a history of the
discipline constructed, willingly or not, as a progressive
path towards modern biomedicine. This process is often
perceived as a civilizing journey from darkness to light,
from primitive to modern, depicted with almost ethno-
graphic colours, and sometimes used to reassure our-
selves about our modern medical experience. At other
times, these details are uncritically exploited to create
controversies about biomedicine and its practitioners
(controversies often devoid of any knowledge of the past
in the public discourse). In this perspective, the Middle
Ages generally occupied — and continues to do so — a
‘negative’ place par excellence, a gap between Greco-
Roman Antiquity — understood in this context as the
dawn of civilization' — and the Modern Era, which sup-
posedly introduced the scientific method and, therefore,
modernity, considering everything that came before it as
childish, obscure, and superstitious.

The history of medicine, as conceived between the end
of the 19" and the first half of the 20" centuries, focused
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on inquiries aimed at reconstructing its own past: namely, the past of an academic
discipline profoundly transformed in this period by technical and scientific progress,
giving rise to what we now define as biomedicine. Influenced by the strength of pos-
itivism in historiography, this approach created a ‘strong’ paradigm that somehow
transposed an ‘absolute’ model of the hard sciences into the investigation of the past.
The second half of the 20" century radically challenged this perspective: contributions
from the social sciences and increasingly from medical anthropology shattered this
understanding, highlighting the kaleidoscope of theories and medical practices, as
well as the social and natural roots of ideas about health and disease, power struggles,
beliefs, coping strategies, and so on.

Today, we are aware that in order to understand a certain aspect of the past — espe-
cially if it dates back to the Middle Ages — it is necessary to immerse ourselves in that
context. This requires the challenging and inherently partial effort of setting aside our
modern knowledge and our individual and collective ‘beliefs’. In short, it is neces-
sary to try to understand the medieval medicine that men and women of the Middle
Ages theorized, knew, and practised: a period so vast and varied in its chronological
changes that offering a reductio ad unum to a single perspective is extremely difficult.
The inequality in the state of sources from different parts of the period amplifies this
difficulty, necessitating diverse approaches and methodologies for the Early, High and
Late Middle Ages.

There is now a consensus that health and disease are also cultural concepts— challeng-
ing to define? — but the same cannot be said about the concept of medicine. Not every-
one fully acknowledges that medicine is also a cultural construct, subject to changes
over time and space, and as such, it should and must be examined®. From a historical
perspective, medicine cannot be understood solely by identifying those ‘pieces’ that
sometimes only appear to recall previous phases of the modern discipline. In short,
it is more accurate to consider all ‘forms’ of medicine, not necessarily understood as
harbingers of modernity, regardless of the history of a university discipline that gave
rise to biomedicine.

At this point, specialized historiography focusing on medicine, health, and disease*
already shares this perspective but still struggles to eliminate commonplaces, es-
pecially concerning the ‘Dark’ Middle Ages, in popular and even non-specialized
historiography.

Undoubtedly, one of the main contributions of the history of medieval medicine pro-
duced in recent decades is shedding light on the existence of a dynamic medical me-
dieval thought. A way of thinking, certainly developed by healers and intellectuals,
but also shaped in the encounter/conflict with other fields of intellectual knowledge
(theology, law) and other practices related to health and disease, yet quite foreign
to this environment’. Another contribution of this more recent historiography is the
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insistence on the clear necessity of inquiries not based on the duality of body/soul, a
completely anachronistic division for the Middle Ages®.

Both medical thought, on one hand, and practices related to disease and health, on the
other, should be understood as expressions of a particular society, in which numerous
actors — individual or collective — played a role. Therefore, both should be examined
with broader, specialised but not compartmentalised approaches to understand how
societies constructed the idea (or rather, ideas) of medicine (and of health, disease,
recovery, pain....) and also how these ideas influenced these societies themselves.
Using historiographical categories, one could say this involves applying the meth-
odology of social and cultural history to the history of medicine, bearing in mind,
however, that these are historiographical tools and the object of inquiry is much more
complex and intricate’.

Therefore, as mentioned earlier, it is an issue in which disease, treatments, and the
medical thought (at least as traditionally and rigidly understood) are absent. Certainly,
it is only an apparent absence, as these elements underlie and emerge from the topics
studied by the different authors. The perspective offered by this issue, however, is
broader, providing a concise and naturally partial image of how the history of medi-
eval medicine is predominantly understood and written by specialized historiography
today. The essays delve into cultural aspects in the technical and broader sense of the
term. For instance, they explore the vibrant relationship between religion and medi-
cine, a topic studied in detail by Chiara Crisciani. They also examine actors and prac-
tices that go beyond our rigid and typical modern classification of medical treatments,
as highlighted in the contributions of Guy Geltner, Francesco Bianchi and Tommaso
Duranti. Additionally, there are inquiries into sources not exclusively related to the
medical context, as discussed by Alessandra Foscati, and reflections on the relation-
ship between the reception of written production and the development of practices
and cultures as analysed by Marilyn Nicoud and Lluis Cifuentes i Comamala. Thanks
to these contributions, a deeper understanding can be gained of what that civilization
considered as disease, recovery, and health. The historical perspective shifts again
from the Middle Ages to the present in Francesca Roversi Monaco’s article on medi-
eval medicine through the lens of medievalism, a field that investigates the continuous
‘re-creation’ of the medieval era in contemporary society.

It is our hope that this issue will offer readers a more insightful perspective on the
complexity of the topics investigated in the history of medicine, especially concern-
ing a period of European history that continues to suffer from simplistic readings and
instrumental uses.

On behalf of the other authors, I would like to thank Valentina Gazzaniga for provid-
ing a space in the journal Medicina nei Secoli dedicated to the perspectives and con-
tributions of medieval historiography to the history of medicine.
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