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AbstrAct 
Galen’s Capacities of Simple Drugs and Capacities of Foods 
were both known by Latin authors in Late Antiquity, as Gar-
gilius Martialis shows, and the Capacities of Simple Drugs 
seem to have got a Latin translation at that time or a little later. 
They were not included in the Alexandrian Canon of Galen’s 
sixteen works, and in the Middle Ages it is not surprising that 
they were entirely translated into Latin from Greek rather late: 
the Capacities of Foods by William of Moerbecke in Viterbo 
in 1277, the Capacities of Simple Drugs by Nicholas of Reg-
gio in Naples in the early fourteenth century. Before, the first 
five or six books of the Capacities of Simple Drugs were partly 
translated into Latin from Arabic by Gerard of Cremona: the 
translation of the sixth book, which is incomplete, is transmit-
ted anonymously in few manuscripts, and has been attributed 
to Gerard based on the style. The Capacities of Foods have 
no Latin translation from Arabic, but there is a Latin transla-
tion of what seems to be a compendium of this work, which 
was done by Accursius of Pistoia in 1200, in Bologna, and is 
transmitted under the title of De dissolutione continua. These 
medieval Latin translations were replaced by new ones in 
the 1530s, the translation of the Capacities of Simple Drugs 
by Thodore Gerard of Ghent, and those of the Capacities of 
Foods by Joachim Martins of Ghent and by Martin Grégoire 
of Tours. In this article I shall present the Latin translations 
of both Galen’s Capacities of Simple Drugs and Capacities 
of Foods from Late Antiquity to the Renaissance, and recon-
struct some aspects of their reception. 
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Galen said that “often a single matter possesses the capacity for both food and medi-
cine, 1” and wrote two works, one dedicated to the Capacities of Foods (= CF) and the 
other to the Capacities of Simple Drugs (= SD)2. They are different in terms of volume 
and commitment, but also similar and connected in content3. SD consists of eleven 
books: the first five concern the theory of drugs, their properties and classification; 
the other following books deal with individual drugs listed in alphabetical order and 
divided into plants (VI-VIII), minerals (IX), and animals (books X-XI). CF consists 
of three books: after an introduction to the theory and history of nutrition, foods are 
treated according to their nutritional value: cereals and legumes (I), green plants (II), 
animals and fish (III).
These two works also share many aspects concerning their tradition, although SD gen-
erally attracted more interest. This article will reconstruct the Latin tradition of both 
SD and CF from Late Antiquity to the Renaissance, focusing in particular on their 
Latin translations and some aspects of their reception4.

1. Antiquity and Late Antiquity
Galen became very famous during his lifetime. He was a renowned scientist and cli-
nician in Rome, where he took care of distinguished patients, in particular Marcus 
Aurelius and other emperors. He also wrote extensively on philosophy and medicine, 
providing authoritative copies of his works for dissemination throughout the Roman 
Empire. 
His contemporaries and immediate successors, above all Greek philosophers and 
rhetoricians, both pagan and Christian, referred to him in medical and philosophical 
matters. Among them was a Latin author, Gargilius Martialis (d. 260), originally from 
Auzia (today in Algeria), who held important military and political positions in North 
Africa, and who wrote various works on rural economy, botany, medicine, and veteri-
nary medicine. In his preserved treatise Medicines Based on Vegetables and Fruits, 
the main source is Pliny the Elder, but also Galen and Dioscorides are mentioned. As 
regards Galen’s works, Health in six books has only one citation, while SD and CF 
have at least fifteen and nine citations respectively5.
One century later, Oribasius of Pergamum (ca. 320-403), who was the doctor and 
friend of emperor Julian (361-363) marked what has been called “the triumph of 
Galen” 6. At the behest of Julian, who planned to restore pagan culture against the 
spread of Christianity, Oribasius composed an encyclopaedia, the Medical Collections 
in seventy books, based on the works of earlier physicians, especially Galen, with 
the aim of collecting and making easily available all the medical knowledge of the 
past. He also wrote two other compendia: the Synopsis for Eustathius, his son, in nine 
books, and the Euporista for Eunapius, a friend of his, in four books, both of which 
were translated into Latin probably in the fifth or sixth centuries7. These translations 
are transmitted in two versions, both of which are not always close to the Greek origi-
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nal and include other texts. However, they contain quotations of SD and CF, as can 
also be assumed from the preserved books of the Medical Collections8. 
Oribasius studied in Alexandria, where a school of medicine was active for several 
centuries, until the Arabs conquered the city in 6419. This school provided a theoreti-
cal teaching based on the works of Hippocrates and especially on those of Galen, very 
similar to what was done with the works of Plato and Aristotle in the philosophical 
schools of the period. The teachers, known as iatrosophists, were devoted to com-
menting on, summarizing, and reducing Galen’s works to tables, in order to simplify 
and adapt them to school use, and at the same time to developing Galenism in a way 
that was later transmitted to the Arabs and the West. For teaching purposes, they se-
lected a special group of Galen’s works, which became known as the Alexandrian 
canon of sixteen works, encompassing every field of medicine for both beginners and 
advanced students: biology, physiology, anatomy, pathology, diagnosis, hygiene, and 
therapy. Regarding diet and therapy, Health and the Therapeutic Method in fourteen 
books were included, whereas SD and CF were excluded. 
Another medical school, modelled on that of Alexandria, must have been based in 
Ravenna, in the fifth or sixth centuries10. A ninth-century Latin manuscript, Milan, 
Ambrosian Library 108 inf., contains four commentaries on Galen’s introductory 
works of the Alexandrian canon: Sects for Beginners, the Art of Medicine, the Pulse 
for Beginners, and the Therapeutic Method to Glaucon. The first three commentaries 
were written by Simplicius, who reported what the iatrosophist Agnellus explained in 
his lectures in Ravenna, as Simplicius himself testifies in the subtitles. The commen-
tary on the Therapeutic Method to Glaucon is different from the other three and cannot 
belong to Agnellus, but all four have the same structure as Alexandrian commentaries. 
The lemmata mentioned in the commentary on Sects for Beginners come from a trans-
lation entirely preserved in a fifteenth-century manuscript, Vatican Library, Pal. lat. 
1090, and also transmitted in an abridged version with a commentary attributed to 
John of Alexandria and other iatrosophists in manuscripts and in print until 152811. 
The lemmata of the commentary on the Therapeutic Method to Glaucon, by contrast, 
do not come from a translation preserved in numerous manuscripts and printed until 
152812. Thus, the origin of this second translation is uncertain, while that of Sects for 
Beginners seems to be located in Ravenna, which must also have been a translation 
centre for Hippocrates’ and Oribasius’ works.  
Only these translations of Galen’s Sects for Beginners and Therapeutic Method to 
Glaucon have come down to us from Late Antiquity or the Early Middle Ages. In ad-
dition, there are the Latin lemmata of the Art of Medicine and the Pulse for Beginners 
mentioned in the Ravenna commentaries13. Finally, some Latin passages of two phar-
macological treatises of Galen, SD and the Composition of Drugs according to Places 
in ten books, survived through the indirect tradition14. It is difficult to say whether 
there ever were complete translations of these large works of Galen in Late Antiquity. 
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At the time, generally Galen’s genuine corpus was reduced to a small extent or had 
almost disappeared in the West, while short therapeutic compilations or collections of 
recipes were attributed to him and became more popular15. 

2. Middle Ages
Galen’s return to the West started in the eleventh century, when Constantine the African 
(ca. 1020-1098) provided the first medical translations from Arabic into Latin16. He 
was born in Carthage (today in Tunis), and after legendary travels and adventures he 
arrived in Salerno, then in Monte Cassino, where he became a monk and lived a long 
life translating medical works with a team of erudite confreres. Constantine’s transla-
tions had their first reception in Salerno, where they decisively contributed to a revival 
of learned medicine and to a creation of an academic curriculum17. At the end of the 
eleventh century, in Salerno, the Articella had already been formed, a collection of an-
cient medical texts mainly translated by Constantine, which would change over time 
and be adopted by all European universities until the sixteenth century18. 
One of the most important translations by Constantine was that of the Complete book 
of the Medical Art by the Persian physician ‘Alī ibn ‘Abbās (930-994), known as 
Pantegni. It was a synthesis of Greek medicine, which had to overcome Hippocrates’ 
obscurity and Galen’s prolixity, as affirmed in the prologue, where the Alexandrian 
canon is mentioned and the sixteen works of Galen are listed19. This selection of 
Galen’s works influenced the translation production of Constantine, as well as the 
translators of the following century, both from Arabic and from Greek, Burgundio of 
Pisa (ca. 1110-1193) and Gerard of Cremona (1114-1187).
It is not surprising that SD and CF, which were not included in the Alexandrian canon, 
were entirely translated into Latin late. The Dominican friar William of Moerbeke 
(1215-1288), who became archbishop of Corinth, completed his translation of CF 
during his stay at the papal court of Viterbo on 22 October 1277, and dedicated it to 
the doctor Rosello of Arezzo20. This is the single medical translation by William, who 
rather translated many philosophical and scientific works, especially of Aristotle. Like 
other translators of the thirteenth century, William had a literal translation style; he 
however avoided transliterations and a strictly word-for-word translation in favour of 
a more readable Latin. 
William’s translation was appreciated by CF editors and considered codicis instar21. 
In fact, it is useful for reconstructing the Greek text, because it does not depend on any 
of the preserved Greek manuscripts. William had access to or owned numerous Greek 
manuscripts, but few of these are known and none contains Galen’s works22.
The first complete Latin translation of SD was done by Nicholas of Reggio, who was 
active at the Angevin court of Charles II and Robert of Naples in the first half of the 
fourteenth century, at least from 1308 to 134523. He was the last medieval translator 
of medical Greek texts and the most prolific. In fact, he translated over fifty works of 
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Galen and five of Hippocrates in a pre-humanistic project to replace previous transla-
tions from Arabic, as they were unreliable, and to make all of Galen available in Latin. 
Nicholas adopted a very literal translation style, including transliterations, the same 
as that by Burgundio da Pisa, especially in the early period of his activity. His transla-
tions are always important textual witnesses, because they reproduce the Greek origi-
nals, which were precious South Italian and Constantinopolitan manuscripts that seem 
to have been lost. They are even crucial, when Galen’s works have not survived in 
Greek, as in the case of Problematical Movements, Containing Causes, Antecedent 
Causes, the Parts of the Art of Medicine, and the Outline of Empiricism.
As regards SD, no modern critical editions have yet been done. However, its tradition 
was partly studied and Nicholas’ translation was deemed useful for reconstructing the 
Greek text24. On the basis of a stylistic examination, this translation splits into two parts, 
books I-V and books VI-XI25: books I-V were translated by Nicholas in the early years 
of his activity, whereas books VI-XI turned out to be close to the subsequent translations. 
Nicholas’s style changed in a few years, already before 1314, and this means that the 
translation of SD I-V could not have been done much earlier than that of books VI-XI.
The reception of the two translations by William and Nicholas was different. The trans-
lation of CF by William is contained in twenty-seven manuscripts, some of them from 
the end of the thirteenth century. They show that it was part of the so-called New 
Galen, a variable selection of Galenic works used for advanced university studies26; 
then it entered the complete Latin editions of Galen printed from 1490 to 1528. In 
contrast, the translation of SD by Nicholas is fully preserved in a single manuscript, 
Vatican City, BAV, Urb. Lat. 248 of the fourteenth-fifteenth centuries. It is an illumi-
nated manuscript, which belonged to Benedetto Reguardati (1398-1469), a professor 
of medicine in Perugia and Pavia, as evidenced by the Reguardati family coat of arms 
in the first folio27; later on, Benedetto’s son donated it to duke Frederick of Montefeltro. 
Six manuscripts contain only books VI-XI of the SD translation by Nicholas, and four 
of these contain books I-V in Gerard’s translation, a combination that made the entire 
work available. There is also the manuscript Paris, BnF, Lat. 9331 of the fourteenth-
fifteenth centuries, which contains books I-VI in Gerard’s translation, and books VII-
XI in Nicholas’ translation. The complete Latin editions of Galen, from 1490 to 1528, 
printed Galen’s SD likewise, publishing the translations of Gerard (books I-VI) and 
Nicholas (books VII-XI) together.
Gerard moved from Cremona to Toledo cathedral, where he translated from Arabic 
about seventy works of philosophy, science, mathematics, and medicine, which had a 
great impact on Western culture28. In particular, Gerard translated ten works of Galen, 
generally listed in the Alexandrian canon. After Gerard died in 1187, his socii, stu-
dents, wrote a laudatory account of his life with a list of his translations, including 
SD I-V29. However, also SD VI was translated by Gerard, as shown by linguistic and 
stylistic features of this translation30. It is missing from the list of his socii probably 
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because it is incomplete. Gerard’s translation of SD I-V was well known and used in 
medical education of European universities as part of the New Galen, as shown by the 
numerous manuscripts that hand it down, more than fifty, some from the late thirteenth 
century. In contrast, the translation of SD VI is preserved in only four manuscripts. 
As regards CF, no Latin translation was done from Arabic in the Middle Ages, al-
though there was an Arabic translation of this work31. It is worth pointing out that 
a Latin translation of a work on foods, ascribed to Galen, was done from Arabic by 
Accursius of Pistoia in Bologna, in 1200, and was known with various titles, De disso-
lutione continua, De virtute cibariorum, De cibis, or Liber regiminis. This translation 
is preserved in eighteen manuscripts from the late thirteenth century onwards, some 
of which contain a New Galen collection. Then it was printed in all complete Latin 
editions of Galen, from that by Diomede Bonardo in 1490 to the Graeco-Latin edition 
by René Chartier (1572-1654) in 163832.
Bonardo published the Continuous Dissolution unusually specifying that it was not a 
genuine work of Galen (vol. I, cc. zz3v-6v): “Explicit liber de dissolutione continua 
qui a quibusdam attribuitur Galieno.” The humanist physician Agostino Gadaldini 
(1515-1575), who edited the Giuntine editions from 1541-2 to 1565, agreed with 
Bonardo, but expressed a positive opinion on this text in his 1550 Giuntine edition, 
suggesting that the Continuous Dissolution would be based on two following works 
of Galen, CF and Good and Bad Humours (ascripti libri, c. 71r): “Pleraque ex libris 
de alimentis et de cibis boni et pravi succi in hunc librum a aliquo longe post Galeni 
tempora tracta videntur; inest tamen in hoc libro nonnihil absurdi.” Chartier printed 
the Continuous Dissolution after CF in vol. VI; in his notes he labeled it as book IV of 
CF, and claimed that it appears to be a very good conflation of Galenic works, without 
identifying the precise sources (vol. VI, pp. 548-549):

In librum Galeno ascriptum De dissolutione continua seu de alimentorum facultatibus 
quartum. 
Hic liber, Galeno ascriptus, de dissolutione continua seu de continuo substantiae effluvio 
inscriptus est, qui, quanquam de alimentorum facultatibus liber agat, quartus additus et 
partim ex libris Galeni superioribus, partim ex subsequentibus conflatus videatur, in eo 
tamen multa verba vera et perpauca absurda deprehendentur.

The Arabic original of the Latin Continuous Dissolution is non preserved, but a Hebrew 
translation of chapters 1-14 was done by Zeraḥyah ben Isaac ben She’altiel Ḥen, who was 
active in Rome between 1277 and 1291. It is contained in a single manuscript, Paris, BNF, 
Héb. 1175, ff. 60a–62b, written by an Italian hand in the sixteenth century, with the title 
of The Book of the Regimen by Galen, translated by Zeraḥyah ben Isaac, from the trans-
lation by Ḥunayn. Gerrit Bos, who edited the Hebrew translation together with the Latin 
Continuous Dissolution, chapters 1-14, by Ivan Garofalo, claimed that this text is a sum-
mary of original Galenic material, and may have as its source a CF summary reportedly 
produced by Ḥunayn Ibn Isḥāq (808-873), the famous physician and translator of Galen33. 
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It is uncertain that the Continuous Dissolution goes back to Ḥunayn, whereas it is cer-
tain that it contains material from Galen’s works, including CF, as Gadaldini had already 
stated34. However, the identification of the other sources requires further investigations. 
As regards the indirect Latin tradition of SD and CF in the Middle Ages, much was 
done for the former, as already less for the latter35.

3. Renaissance
In the last decades or two of the fifteenth century, medical humanism developed in Italy, 
and new translations of Galen and other ancient physicians were done from Greek origi-
nals into a Latin similar to that of classical authors such as Pliny, Celsus, and Cicero36. 
In 1492, Niccolò Leoniceno (1428-1524), a professor of logic, mathematics, philoso-
phy, and medicine in Ferrara, published Pliny’s Errors in the form of a letter to the 
famous poet and humanist Angelo Poliziano (1454-1494), which is to be considered 
the manifesto of medical humanism37. In this pamphlet, Leoniceno criticised Latin 
and Arabic authors, Pliny, Avicenna, Serapion, as well as medieval commentators, for 
misinterpreting Greek texts especially on botany and pharmacology, i.e. the works of 
Dioscorides, Theophrastus, and Galen, including CF and SD. He strongly emphasised 
that contemporary medicine would progress by returning to the ancient Greek originals. 
Leoniceno consistently collected numerous Greek medical and scientific manuscripts and 
produced eleven Latin translations of Galen’s works38. At the same time, other humanist 
physicians or humanists with medical interests translated works by Galen from Greek into 
Latin such as Giorgio Valla (1447-1499), Lorenzo Lorenzo (ca. 1460-1502), Demetrius 
Chalcondyles (1423-1511), and shortly after Thomas Linacre (1460-1524), and Wilhelm 
Kopp (1463-1532)39. All these pioneering humanist translators, who made use of Greek 
manuscripts, generally translated works by Galen that had already been translated in the 
Middle Ages, and the same works several times: the Uneven Bad-Mixture was trans-
lated by Valla, Leoniceno, and Linacre; the Art of Medicine and the Commentary on 
Hippocrates’ Aphorisms were translated by Leoniceno and Lorenzi; the Distinct Types of 
Disease and Causes of Diseases were translated by Leoniceno and Kopp. 
As regards diet and drugs, Linacre translated Health and the Therapeutic Method, 
but CF and SD did not immediately have new Latin translations. In his Pliny’s Errors 
Leoniceno translated few quoted passages from SD40. He actually possessed a Greek 
manuscript of this work, as did Valla and Ermolao Barbaro (1453-1493), the latter a 
great humanist, translator, and commentator of the Medical Matter by Dioscorides41. 
Leoniceno also possessed a Greek manuscript of CF, but probably after writing Pliny’s 
Errors, in which he quoted William’s medieval translation42.
A landmark in the history of Latin translations of Galen was the first Greek edition, 
in five folio volumes, printed by the heirs of Aldus Manutius in Venice in 1525-1526. 
This edition was an extraordinary undertaking in terms of investment and commit-
ment, providing a large number of texts, more than a hundred, about half of which 
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had never before been translated into Latin. From then on, and especially until the 
mid-sixteenth century, Galen’s works were translated into Latin from the Aldine edi-
tion by many authors, both well- and less known, from all over Europe. Some of his 
works received several translations, but this was not the case for his more voluminous 
treatises. Nicholas’ medieval translation of the Function of the Parts of the Body, a 
work on anatomy and physiology in seventeen books, was revised, but never replaced.
The new Latin translations of SD and CF were both published by the same print-
er, Simon de Colines, in Paris in the same year, 1530. Their authors, respectively 
Theodoric Gerard of Gouda (d. 1529/30), known as Gaudanus, and Joachim Martens 
of Ghent (fl. 1527-1540), are quite obscure. They came from the same region, perhaps 
both belonged to Erasmus’ circle, if they were not in touch with each other. 
In 1529 Gaudanus published his translations of two medical works: Bloodletting of 
Galen, and Leeches, ascribed to Galen, but actually a collection of excerpts mainly 
from Oribasius43. In his dedicatory letter to his friend and doctor Michael Monticellus, 
otherwise unknown, who had invited him to translate Bloodletting, Gaudanus talked 
about his translation work: the Aldine edition, which he used as the corrupt Greek 
original; the medieval Latin translation, with which he corrected the Greek text; the 
great translator Linacre, whom he took as a model editor. He also spoke of his health 
problems, which must have been serious. 
In August 1530, Gaudanus’ translation of SD was published, when he was already dead44. 
This edition was promoted by the German pedagogue Johannes Sturm (1507-1589), 
who had connections with many humanists throughout Europe, including Erasmus. 
Sturm wrote a dedicatory letter to the bishop of Noyon Jean de Hangest (1501-1577), 
in which he said that Gaudanus had done the translation of SD for himself, for the study 
and understanding of the Greek text, and had given it to his friends when he was dying; 
however, its importance and high quality convinced Sturm to publish it. Apart from 
the dedicatory letters mentioned, not much is known about Gaudanus. Born in Gouda, 
where Erasmus was also born or at least spent his early years, in 1510 he started study-
ing medicine at the university of Leuven, which Sturm also attended. 
As regards the translator of CF, Martens is known mainly through his correspondence 
with Erasmus45. Born in Ghent, he matriculated at the university of Montpellier in 
May 1527, and in summer or early autumn of 1528 he was in Carpentras with Jacopo 
Sadoleto (1477-1547), then bishop of the city, a prominent figure in the Catholic world 
conciliating with Protestants, who was in contact with both Sturm and Erasmus. At the 
end of the same year, Martens had to move to Paris, where he lived and worked for 
several years. Later on, in August 1532, he visited Erasmus in Freiburg, and shortly 
after he returned to Ghent. Martens only published his translation of CF, dedicating 
it to Sadoleto, bishop of Carpentras. In his letter to the reader he spoke of his Greek 
original, the Aldine edition: it provided a corrupted text, which he tried to correct in 
various ways, including on the basis of the medieval translation. 
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The two translations by Gaudanus and Martens had different fates. The translation of 
SD was unrivalled and reprinted several times with revisions until the 1826 edition by 
Karl Gottlob Kühn, vol. XI46. The translation of CF had few reprints, because it was 
replaced by another translation, that by Martin Grégoire (d. 1552) of Tours, published 
in Paris in 1538 and then reprinted until the 1823 edition by Kühn, vol. VI. 
Not much is known about Grégoire’s life and work47. Since 1544, he made investments 
in Tours, documented by notarial deeds, as well as a will in favour of his wife in 1552, 
shortly before his death. As regards his production, it was centred on Galen’s works. 
It began with a revision of Nicholas’ translation of the Function of the Parts of the 
Body, published in 1537, in collaboration with Jacques Dubois (1478-1555), known as 
Sylvius, a famous professor of medicine in Paris, teacher of Andreas Vesalius (1514-
1564), staunch promoter and defender of Galen’s anatomy48. In the same year and by 
the same printer, Chréstien Wechel, Grégoire published a translation of Galen’s Pulse 
for Beginners; in the following year, 1538, two other translations, those of CF and the 
Slimming Diet, and a revision of Linacre’s translation of the Therapeutical Method, 
the latter by another printer, Claude Chevallon’s widow. Finally, in 1549, he published 
a French translation of the Composition of Drugs according to Kind, I-IV, a pharma-
cological work of Galen in seven books.
The translation of the Slimming Diet was not a true translation, because the Greek text 
was not available, but rather a revision of Nicholas’ translation, like that of the Function 
of the Parts of the Body, which was however printed under the name Grégoire. The CF 
translation is also a revision of Marten’s translation, as shown in the following passage:

Galen, CF I 1: 22, 20-23, 7 W 
(VI 478, 11-479, 3 K)

ὅλως γὰρ οὐδὲν οἷόν τ᾽ ἐστὶ τῇ 
πείρᾳ βασανίσαι προσηκόντως 
ἄνευ τοῦ τῷ λόγῳ πρότερον 
εὑρεῖν ἀκριβῶς τὴν διάθεσιν, ᾗ 
προσϕέρεται τὸ βασανιζόμενον 
ἤτοι σιτίον ἢ ποτὸν ἢ ϕάρμακον. 

ὕλη γάρ ἐστι βοηθημάτων ἡ τῶν 
τοιούτων γνῶσις, οὐκ αὐτὰ τὰ 
βοηθήματα.
ἐπεὶ δ᾽ ἀδύνατον ἄνευ τοῦ 
γιγνώσκειν ἀκριβῶς τὰς 
δυνάμεις τῶν ὑλῶν, αἷς 
χρώμεθα, βοηθεῖν | τοῖς 
δεομένοις αὐτῶν, 
ἀναγκαῖόν ἐστιν, ὥσπερ ἑτέρωθι 
περὶ τῶν ἐν τοῖς ϕαρμάκοις 
δυνάμεων, οὕτως ἐνταῦθα περὶ 
τῶν ἐν τῇ τροϕῇ διελθεῖν.

Joachim Martens
Paris: Simon de Colines, 1530, 10r

Omnino enim nullius rei vires 
experientia commode indagabis, 
nisi prius per rationem ad 
unguem compertum habueris 
affectum cui applicatur quod 
exploras, sive id cibus, sive 
potio, sive medicina sit.

Quippe talium cognitio est 
materia auxiliorum, non autem 
ipsorum auxiliorum cognitio. 
Quoniam vero nisi exacte rerum 
quibus utimur, vires calleamus, 
illarum ope egentibus succurrere 
haud valebimus: 
necesse est ut alibi de 
medicaminum, ita hoc quoque 
loco de alimentorum facultatibus 
disserere.

Martin Grégoire 
Paris: Chréstien Wechel, 1541, 10

Omnino enim nullius rei 
vires experientia commode 
explorabis, nisi prius per 
rationem ad unguem compertum 
habueris affectum cui 
applicatur quod exploras, sive 
id sit cibus, sive potus, sive 
medicamentum. 
Quippe affectuum cognitio, 
est materia remediorum, non 
ipsorum remediorum cognitio. 
At quoniam fieri non potest, 
ut, nisi quis materiarum, 
quibus utimur, facultates exacte 
calleat, illarum ope egentibus 
succurrat: necesse est ut alibi 
de pharmacorum, ita hoc 
quoque loco de alimentorum 
facultatibus disseramus.



Stefania Fortuna116

Grégoire changed the construction of only one sentence compared to Martens’ trans-
lation (At quoniam fieri non potest …), generally shifted a few verbs or adverbs (sit 
and exacte), and above all replaced some terms with synonyms: indagabis with explo-
rabis, potio with potus, medicina with medicamentum, auxiliorum with remediorum 
(twice), vero with at, vires with facultates (once, although the term vires occurs twice 
in Marten’s translation of this passage), medicaminum with pharmacorum. The first 
and the last substitutions were suggested by the Greek text (explorabis and pharmaco-
rum), as was that of rerum with materiarum (τῶν ὑλῶν). As regards affectuum instead 
of Marten’s talium (τῶν τοιούτων), it is an interpretation or correction of Grégoire. 
However, it is evident that Grégoire relied on Martens’ translation, although the lat-
ter’s name disappeared in Galen’s editions after 1531.

4. Conclusions
Galen’s two works SD and CF had a Latin tradition with some aspects in common, 
although generally SD attracted more interest than CF. In Late Antiquity, both were 
quoted in Gargilius Martialis’ s Latin treatise Medicines Based on Vegetables and 
Fruits, as well as reasonably in the Latin translations of Oribasius’ Synopsis and 
Euporista. Both were also excluded from the Alexandrian canon, the selection of six-
teen works of Galen that encompassed every field of medicine and had great influence 
in Late Antiquity and in the Middle Ages. 
Therefore, their first complete medieval translations, both from Greek into Latin, 
were done late: William of Moerbecke translated CF in 1277, and Nicholas of Reggio 
translated SD in two stages, around 1310 and a little later. In the meantime, Gerard of 
Cremona had already translated SD I-VI from Arabic into Latin in the second half of 
the twelfth century, and in 1200 Accursius of Pistoia had translated the Continuous 
Dissolution, an Arabic compilation on nutrition and foods based directly or indirectly 
on works by Galen, including CF. Of all these translations, Gerard’s, the oldest, was 
the most widespread, as shown by the more than fifty manuscripts that hand it down, 
while Niccolò’s translation, the most recent, is preserved in its entirety by only one 
manuscript.
Medical humanism started mainly on botany and pharmacology, on the works of 
Discorides and Galen used in their Greek originals. Dioscorides’ Medical Matter was 
early translated into the new Latin and commented on by Ermolao Barbaro and was 
also published in Greek by Aldus Manutius in 1499. The Greek edition of Galen’s 
works was then published in 1525, and new translations of SD and CF were both 
published by Simon de Colines in Paris in 1530. Their authors were respectively 
Theodoric Gerard, known as Gaudanus, and Joachim Martens, from the same region 
and the same circle of Erasmus. These translations were both revised in the sixteenth 
century, but never completely redone. In fact, what Martin Grégoire published in 1538 
was not a new translation of CF, but a revision of Martens’. 
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A generation after Nicolò Leoniceno, who promoted a return to Galen and Greek 
medicine, their overcoming already began in several fields. As regards botany, drugs, 
foods, and diet, Antonio Musa Bravasola (1500-1555), an erudite physician, disciple 
of Leoniceno, clinician, and professor at the university of Ferrara, wrote a partly pre-
served biography of his master, an impressive index of Galen’s works published in the 
Giuntine editions from 1550 onwards, as well as the Examination of Simple Drugs, in 
which he claimed the supremacy of observation over ancient texts, and a commentary 
on Hippocrates’ Regimen in Acute Diseases, in which he criticised certain ancient 
foods. He also found a botanical garden in Ferrara, in Belvedere island, with the aim 
of learning first-hand about traditional and new plants49.
Despite the supremacy of observation, the arrival of new medicinal plants from 
distant lands, and the revolutionary introduction of novel drugs by iatrochemistry, 
Galen’s works long remained the standard medical culture in the early modern pe-
riod. Commentaries on SD were published in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, 
and at the same time SD and CF were printed in complete and single editions of 
Galen in Latin, as well as in the vernacular50. They were also mentioned by different 
physicians, both clinicians, such us Amatus Lusitanus (1511-1568) in his Therapies, 
and botanists, such as Andrea Bacci (1524-1600) in his Natural History of Wines. 
What and how much of SD and CF were mentioned still require further investigation.
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