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The genesis of a series of essays concerning the lives of individuals who have combined medical experience with literary notability was a personal quest for an explanation. I had recently delivered a quasi-autobiographical talk entitled “Scribo Ergo Sum,” implying an absolute necessity to write. I asked myself, “Does such a compulsion exist?”

During my youth, I had little interest in literature or composition, and throughout my early education, as well as my undergraduate and medical schooling, that lack of interest persisted. As an aspiring academic surgeon, I had published basic scientific research articles and clinical considerations in peer-reviewed journals. At the same time, I had developed a concentrated interest in liver surgery, a recently evolving field. I avidly read the literature of past accomplishments related to liver surgery, and became aware that there was no inclusive work on the subject.

Reinforced by the dictum proposed by Francis Bacon in the seventeenth century that “reading maketh a full man, conference a ready man, and writing an exact man,” I presumptuously compiled the first textbook in English on the subject, Surgical Diseases of the Liver (1964). The publisher of that book, shortly thereafter, embarked on the production of a new textbook of surgery and selected me to head the editorial board. Principles of Surgery appeared in 1969, and I subsequently shepherded the textbook through seven editions. During that period, I also edited The Yearbook of Surgery and a monthly journal, Contemporary Surgery, each issue of which called for me to compose a historical, philosophical, or otherwise titillating essay. Representative essays were compiled and published as Surgical Reflections (1993).

On the occasion of my achieving tenure as an academic surgeon at my university, my wife pointed out that I was “monolithic” and suggested that I needed a hobby. I asked that she find one for me, and, the next day, she handed me a secondhand book on the history of cartography, indicating that the subject might capture my interest. I became a collector of early maps pertaining to America and embarked on scholarship regarding the subject. Once again, I concluded that a vacuum existed in that there was no definitive book on the subject. This led to The Mapping of America (1979), coauthored with Ralph Ehrenberg. My continued interest in cartography led to the publications of The French and Indian War (1995), An Englishman's Journey along America's Eastern Waterways (2000), This Land Is Your Land (2000), The Mis-Mapping of America (2003), and Putting “America” on the Map (2007).

In 2005, my career as an operating surgeon came to an end. This, coupled with the completion of an eleven-year period of serving as chair of surgery and surgeon in chief of my university's hospital, allowed for more leisure time. The void was filled with an increased dedication to scholarship, writing, and more diversification. Several books of more panoramic scope resulted. Gifted Hands: America's Most Significant Contributions to Surgery (2009), Holystic Medicine: The Patron Saints of Medicine (2011), Cadwallader Colden: A Biography (2013), and The Anatomist, the Barber-Surgeon, and the King (2015) were published.

Having come to the conclusion that I have harbored a compulsion to write, one that has intensified with time, I sought an answer to the question “why?” I reached out to more significant and notable kindred souls who have combined medicine with literary productivity. Perhaps a study of their lives would help to determine if there is a pattern or an explanation.

The journey has been long and arduous, but, also, informative and entertaining. I have made many new acquaintances and accumulated many new heroes. I soon realized that each of the individuals whose life and writings I investigated was unique. The investigation, which extended from the distant past to more modern times and into the present, has uncovered a broad spectrum of individuals. Some bear names that are well known; some names are eponymous, and some have faded into obscurity. Diversity dominates, while the question that served as the stimulus for this project remains unanswered.
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The period in European history that extended from 500 to 1500 CE has been referred to as the Middle Ages or medieval period. Positioned between the rich Greco-Roman classical period and the Renaissance, which refers to the “rebirth” of the past artistic and intellectual advancements, the Middle Ages were characterized by stagnation and retrogression. Consequently, the bracketed thousand years is often referred to as the Dark Ages.

The early Middle Ages (500–1000 CE) were preceded by the disruption of the Roman Empire, followed by the mass migration of ethnic groups into the lands that had been occupied by the Roman Empire, and the rise and rapid growth of Islam. In the late Middle Ages (1300–1500 CE), although education continued to be focused on the training of the clergy, the development of universities spread throughout Europe. During the late Middle Ages, Dante Alighieri (d. 1321), Giovanni Boccaccio (d. 1375), Geoffrey Chaucer (d. 1400), and François Villon (d. 1463) contributed to the rise of vernacular literature.

In the so-called high Middle Ages (1000–1300 CE), science was stagnant, and those interested in intellectual inquiry were entrapped in atmospheric doldrums. During the high Middle Ages, one individual who produced notable literary works and gained an unrivaled reputation as a physician flourished. That man, whose literary contributions to the interpretation of Jewish law earned him the acronymic name of “the Rambam” (Rabbi Moses ben Maimon), is considered the most notable postbiblical Jewish personality. At the same time, he served as personal physician to the sultan of Egypt and provided medical care for countless followers of Islam. He was deemed to be equivalent to the most highly regarded of the medieval Arab physicians.

Moses ben Maimon, best known by his Hellenized name, Maimonides, was born in Cordoba, Spain, on March 30, 1138. At the time, Cordoba was part of an Islamic empire that permitted non-Muslims to live in harmony. Maimonides's father, Maimon, a judge of the rabbinical court of Cordoba, was a member of a distinguished family, which, for seven generations, produced leaders of the Jewish community in Spain. Young Maimonides was educated, mainly, by his father. His education included the Jewish laws and history, astronomy, mathematics, philosophy, and rhetoric.

It is likely that Maimonides was exposed to the classical medical writings of Galen, because of the firm Jewish conviction that health must be maintained to allow for unimpeded pursuit of the knowledge of God and the acquisition of virtues. Although there was early evidence of Maimonides's precocity as a student, his scholarly development was gradual.

The family's life was dramatically disrupted in 1148 when the Almohads, a violent and intolerant fundamentalist Muslim sect, gained control of the Iberian Peninsula. Rather than accept a mandatory conversion to the Muslim religion, the family escaped to Almeria in southeastern Spain, which had not submitted to the Almohads at the time. Three years later, the Almohads occupied southeastern Spain and the Maimon family was forced to seek asylum in several small towns until 1160, when they gained permission to sail to Fez in Morocco.

During the prolonged period of constant wandering in Spain, Maimonides continued to enhance his education, and, at the same time, he began to give his ideas permanence when he wrote a series of treatises on logic and metaphysics, comments on the Bible, and a consideration of the astronomical and mathematical aspects of the Jewish calendar. One year before leaving Spain for North Africa, Maimonides embarked on his first major literary project, in which he devoted the ensuing ten years to an interpretation of the Mishnah, which Rabbi Judah ha Nasi had written around 200 CE as a compilation of the laws by which Jews lived.

Fez offered Maimonides the opportunity to extend his studies and to associate with respected physicians. The Muslim leadership of the area insisted that the Jews articulate a formula for conversion and outwardly conform to Islam. In 1162, Maimonides wrote Letter on Conversion, in which he cited the Talmud (Jewish book of laws) stating that it was permissible to save one's life by reciting the Muslim formula for conversion. While in Fez, the Maimon family displayed no evidence of being Jewish, and Maimonides adopted the Arabic name abu Imran Musa ibn Maimon, a name that he would maintain for his authorship of medical and philosophical works written in Arabic.

After spending five years in Fez, Maimonides had become a marked man. He was arrested but saved by the intervention of a Muslim poet. The family left Fez on April 18, 1165, and arrived at Acre, the largest Jewish community in Palestine, then known as the Kingdom of Jerusalem. The region was under the control of Christians, who permitted civil freedom for all. But dissatisfaction with the opportunities and social relationships in Palestine led the Maimon family to shorten their stay and move to Egypt, where Jews enjoyed the greatest freedom. Rabbi Maimon died shortly after the family arrived at Alexandria in 1165. In 1168, Maimonides published Commentary on the Mishnah and moved to Fustat, a small city near Cairo, the Egyptian capital.

Commentary on the Mishnah, Maimonides's first great literary work, is a fusion of several facets of his scholarship and an entwining of his philosophy of Judaism with Aristotelian precepts. The Mishnah is made up of six orders (sederim in Hebrew), divided into chapters, paragraphs, and verses. They deal with prayers, blessings, tithes, the Sabbath, holy days, celebrations, marriage, divorce, oaths, civil and criminal law, sacrificial rites, the Temple, and dietary laws, including those related to both a physical and a spiritual purity and impurity.

Maimonides began each section with a discussion of the oral law on which the written law (the Mishnah) had been based. Written in Arabic and using the Hebrew alphabet, the work was directed at a broad population of Arabic-speaking Jews. The author invoked the Greeks’ golden mean between immorality and self-righteousness. He indicated his opposition to the concepts of predestination and an all-satisfying afterlife. Maimonides presented Thirteen Principles of Faith, the lack of adherence to any one of which constituted a breach of contract with Judaism.

Maimonides, in this work and in his subsequent writings, emphasized that the words of the Torah (the Pentateuch) and Talmud (written laws, a combination of the Mishnah and Gemar, the second part of the Talmud) were not always to be taken literally. Commentary on the Mishnah was written not only to clarify Jewish law, but also as a solution to ensure the survival of the Jews that, at the time, was in jeopardy. In 1171, Maimonides wrote Sefar ha-Mitzvot (The Book of Commandments) in anticipation of producing his major work, Mishnah Torah. Sefar ha-Mitzvot is a consideration of the 613 commandments decreed in the Pentateuch and also those that had been added subsequently. In his writing, Maimonides offered a personal assertion of the validity of each commandment.

By 1171, Maimonides was being referred to as the head of the Jews by the Muslim leaders. That year, a political transformation occurred that had a significant impact on his life. Saladin became the leader of Egypt and assumed the title of sultan and reigned from 1174 till 1193. At roughly the same time, Sunnism, a more tolerant sect of Islam, became dominant.

Shortly thereafter, Maimonides's reputation was enhanced by a situation related to Yemen, on the Arabian Peninsula. Earlier, in 1172, the leader of the Jewish community in Yemen wrote to Maimonides, informing him of a dire situation in that country. The Shiites had gained power, and, in keeping with their overt intolerance of any other faith, they demanded of the Jews either conversion or death. Conversion became widespread, and the Yemenite Jewish leader feared that his people would be annihilated. Maimonides's letter in response, known as Petah Tikvah (Gate of Hope), which was later circulated throughout the Jewish populace of the Arab world, reassured the Jewish Yemenites that they would survive and that the efforts to destroy them were doomed to failure. About a year after Maimonides's response, the brother of Saladin, the sultan of Egypt, gained control of Yemen and, in keeping with the Egyptian policy, reinstated religious freedom for the Jews.

In contrast to the usual scenario, in which literary productivity followed medical involvement, Maimonides's emergence as a notable physician occurred after his reputation as an author had been established. While Maimonides pursued his scholarship and gained appreciation for his leadership throughout the known world's Jewish communities, his younger brother, David, ran the gem-trading business that sustained the entire Maimon family. In 1174, David drowned when his ship sank during a business voyage to India, and the thirty-six-year-old Maimonides became responsible for financially providing for the entire family.

There had been a tradition among Jewish religious leaders that monetary reward should not be a consequence of religious service. The Babylonian sage Hillel (c. 110 BCE –7 CE) stressed that whoever derived a profit for himself from the words of the Torah was contributing to his own destruction. Given the importance of health in the path to spiritual satisfaction, rabbis were often also skilled and respected physicians sought after by Muslim and Christian leaders. Maimonides began his practice of medicine in 1175 with a background of years of studying medicine at a time when the sole domain of medical literature resided in Arabic texts.

The medicine that Maimonides practiced had been established about one thousand years previously, in the second century CE, by the Greek physician Galen of Pergamon. All disease was systemic and was based on an imbalance of four bodily humors: blood, yellow bile, black bile, and phlegm. The relative dominance of the four humors resulted in the four temperaments of sanguine, choleric, melancholic, and phlegmatic, respectively. An appreciation of human anatomy was a consequence of dissection of nonhuman animals. As the Roman Empire declined and intellectual torpor spread throughout the Christian world, a vacuum developed in the practice of medicine. When the Muslim influence expanded into Europe in the eighth century, the classical Greek writings, including those of Hippocrates and Galen, were translated into Arabic texts, which became the repository for medical knowledge during medieval Christendom.

Maimonides drew from the works of Rhazes (of the ninth to the tenth century), Haly Abbas (tenth century), Avicenna (the tenth to the eleventh century), Albucasis (the tenth to the eleventh century), and Avenzoar (the tenth to the eleventh century), all of whom essentially interpreted and adhered to the postulates of Galen. By the end of his career, Maimonides's name would be positioned alongside his distinguished predecessors.

Maimonides practiced as a Galenist. Among his ten medical writings, the largest and most famous is The Medical Aphorisms of Moses Maimonides. It is based on Galen's work, but it uniquely brings into focus forty errors made by Galen and the contradictions of several Galenic assertions that Maimonides discovered. The book, written in Arabic, was soon translated into Hebrew, and five Latin editions were ultimately published in Europe.

Another of Maimonides's medical works, titled The Extracts, consists of selected works of Galen, presented specifically for the use of Maimonides's students. A third Maimonides work, titled Aphorisms, critically addresses the writings of Hippocrates. Maimonides also wrote treatises on hemorrhoids, poisons and bites, and asthma as well as works titled On Sexual Intercourse, Glossary of Drug Names, Discourse on the Explanation of Fits, and The Preservation of Youth.

In the realm of medicine, Maimonides made no scientific discoveries or original clinical contributions. Rather, he was recognized as a wise and skilled physician, who uniquely incorporated an appreciation of psychosocial and spiritual issues in his treatment of patients.

Maimonides's medical reputation was achieved at a time when European medicine was almost nonexistent, as evidenced by the fact that, in 1215, Cannon 22 of the Fourth Council of Lateran decreed, “Before prescribing for the sick, physicians shall be bound, under pain of exclusion from the Church, to exhort their patients to call in a priest and thus provide for their spiritual welfare.” Moses Maimonides was a leading physician during his time with a large and diverse group of patients, which included the Egyptian vizier el Fadil. In 1198, five years after the sultan Saladin died, and his son, al Afdal, succeeded him, Maimonides was appointed chief physician.

Returning to Maimonides as a literary figure, the most highly regarded of his written works is Mishnah Torah, meaning “repetition of the Torah.” It was directed at Jews throughout the world, and, therefore, unlike Commentary on the Mishnah that was written in Judeo-Arabic, Mishnah Torah was written in Hebrew. This work, which consisted of fourteen volumes containing one thousand chapters, was completed in 1180 after ten years of work.

Mishnah Torah provides a complete, concise, well-organized, readily understandable resolution of the points of Jewish law. The applicable Hebraic word for the set of Jewish laws is halakah, which derives from several sources, mainly from the Torah, but also from laws subsequently instituted by rabbis, and from laws consequent to established customs. Mishnah Torah, which has been hailed as a literary, theological, and legalistic masterpiece, offers a universal statement of how Jews should conduct their lives and worship their god. It discusses rituals and ethical behavior, considers contemporary concerns, and offers a pathway for the future of all Jews.

The publication of the work raised the pedestal on which Maimonides already stood. He became the most prestigious Jewish scholar in the world and its most notable Jew. And still, he would rise to greater heights. In 1187, the year that he was named chief rabbi of all the lands controlled by the sultan Saladin, Maimonides began work on a treatise that was destined to become his most famous work.

The Guide for the Perplexed, which was completed in 1190, was written in Arabic and directed toward an audience that differed distinctly from the anticipated readership of Mishnah Torah. While the latter work was written for ordinary people, it was anticipated that The Guide for the Perplexed would be read and digested by enlightened scholars. The essence of the work is an expression of the view that faith and reason do not require reconciliation because they actually share a common ground. The author indicates that not all the words of faith are to be taken literally, but rather may represent allegorical or metaphoric presentations. Also, Maimonides deemed it appropriate to incorporate classical Greek philosophical concepts into an interpretation of scripture.

Almost one thousand years after the completion of The Guide for the Perplexed, Dr. Francis Sellers Collins, an esteemed researcher in the field of genetics, director of the Human Genome Project, and subsequently director of the National Institutes of Health, provided a pertinent analogy. His 2006 publication, The Language of God: A Scientist Presents Evidence for Belief, which appeared on the New York Times best-seller list, offered the perspective that Christianity can be reconciled with evolution and science.

After completion of The Guide for the Perplexed, Maimonides continued to maintain a busy and demanding life, divided between widespread rabbinical involvements and a continuously expanding medical practice. Maimonides died on December 13, 1204. An assessment of his life gives testament to the fact that there was a time in history in which one man, the Rambam, Moses Maimonides, simultaneously was the most renowned writer and the most renowned physician in the world.

We are left with his statements: “Truth does not become more true by virtue of the fact that the entire world agrees with it, nor less so even if the whole world disagrees with it,” and “The physician should not treat the disease but the patient who is suffering from it.”
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In 1962, a new constituent college was established at the University of Oxford. It was named Linacre College to honor a physician, classicist, and humanist, who founded the Royal College of Physicians. The honoree, a presence during the Renaissance of England, made sufficiently diverse and meaningful contributions to merit the current appellation of “a true Renaissance man.”

Thomas Linacre was born circa 1460 at Brampton, Chesterfield, in Derbyshire and was initially educated at the Canterbury Cathedral school under the tutelage of William Tilly of Selling, a Benedictine prior of Christ Church, Canterbury, and a notable humanist who became a member of All Souls College, Oxford. Linacre studied at Oxford from 1480 to 1484 and was elected a fellow of All Souls College. While at Oxford, Linacre established friendships with scholars William Grocyn and William Latimer of All Souls College. The three names remain recognized as an Oxford triumvirate that developed English scholarship and humanism. Thomas More entered Canterbury in 1497 and indicated that he owed his knowledge of Greek to Linacre.

In 1484, Tilly was sent by Henry VII as an envoy to Pope Innocent VIII, and Linacre joined the train in order to capture the opportunity of visiting Italy, where the Renaissance had reached its height. In Florence, Linacre became a pupil of Angelo Poliziano (Politian) and shared instruction with the sons of Lorenzo de’ Medici. Linacre moved to Padua, where he received the degree of doctor of medicine in 1496. He was among the earliest Englishmen to receive a medical degree from the University of Padua, where Andreas Vesalius would produce De humani corporis fabrica in 1543, and where William Harvey would receive his medical degree in1602.

After Linacre received his medical degree, he returned to Oxford, where he translated an astronomical treatise, De sphaera (Of Spheres), by Proclus. The book was printed in Venice in 1499 by the great scholar and printer Aldus Manutius, whose editions of the classics are monumental. In the dedication of the work to Arthur, the Prince of Wales, the son of Henry VII of England, Aldus pays tribute to the scholarship of Linacre. The book was the first translation of a Greek author produced in England and earned for Linacre recognition as the restorer of Greek literature in that country.

In 1499, Desiderius Erasmus of Rotterdam, Holland, first met Linacre, with whom he studied Greek. Linacre also cared for Erasmus medically, and the two men would remain identified as allied humanists. In the early part of the sixteenth century, Linacre moved to London and became a member of the court of Henry VII as well as the tutor of the Prince of Wales. In 1509, on the accession of Henry VIII, Linacre was designated physician to the king. This post brought him such notable patients as Princess Mary, Sir Thomas More, Cardinal Thomas Wolsey, Archbishop William Warham, and Bishop Richard Fox.

Linacre's most significant and lasting contribution to medicine and science was the founding of the College of Physicians, now called the Royal College of Physicians of London. In 1518, with the aid of the then lord chancellor Wolsey, a royal charter was granted, and Linacre was elected the first president, a position he held until he died in 1524. The college was preceded only by the Royal College of Surgeons as the oldest English-speaking medical society, and was formed to grant licenses to those who fulfilled specific qualifications and to punish those who conducted malpractice. For close to one hundred years, the meetings were conducted in the house on Knight Rider Street where Linacre had resided. The house and its library were bequeathed by Linacre to the college; regrettably, both were destroyed by the Great Fire of London of 1666.

In October 1524, only eight days before his death, Linacre made provision for two lectureships at Oxford and one at Cambridge to encourage the study and teaching of medicine. In the original deed, nothing was said as to the subject of the lecture. The Statutes of Queen Elizabeth in 1580 directed that the lecturer was to be a master of arts versed in the works of Aristotle and Galen. The Statutes of Queen Victoria in 1849 indicated that the lecturer was to deliver courses about foods and drugs, on the care of health, on methods of healing, on forensic medicine, and other subjects approved by the master.

In 1592, Henry Briggs, a distinguished mathematician and later Savilian Professor of Astronomy at Oxford, gave the lecture. In 1625, Briggs published a map of North America that defined California as a large island, a representation that appears on almost all maps for almost one hundred years. William Heberden, known as the English Celsus, was Linacre lecturer from 1734 to 1748, and Sir Thomas Watson, who compiled a popular textbook of medicine, lectured from 1822 to 1826.

Linacre is included in the list of humanists of the Renaissance. His emphasis on human interests rather than the natural world or religion was pervasive, and was enthusiastically shared with those of equal mind. The English humanists were concerned with activating the revival of classic learning in England. In Linacre's field of medicine, the classic writings in Greek and Latin had disappeared from Western civilization and become sequestered in the Arabic world after the fall of the Roman Empire during the fourth and fifth centuries. In the Middle Ages, the teachings of Islamic physicians, such as Rhazes and Avicenna, were influential throughout the Muslim world and also dominant in Europe.

The medical humanists of the Renaissance were dedicated to resurrecting the scholastic period of Greek medicine. During his stay in Italy, Linacre had been exposed to the manuscripts of Galen and others, and was committed to disseminating them so that the principles enunciated within them formed the basis of practice. Linacre's literary contributions were mainly Latin translations of Greek works. The first to appear was a Paris 1517 publication of Galen's De Sanitate Tuenda (On Maintaining Health). The work was dedicated to Henry VIII and was sufficiently popular to appear in over five editions. A copy on vellum with a manuscript dedicated to Cardinal Wolsey is housed in the British Library. Linacre's second book, Methodus Medendi (The Method of Healing), was a folio published in Paris in 1519, and was also dedicated to Henry VIII.

The third of Linacre's translations, a small quarto, titled De Temperamentis et de Inaequali Intemperie (On the Temperaments and on Excess), was an early Cambridge press publication in 1521. That work was inscribed to Pope Leo X, who was Giovanni, the younger son of Lorenzo de’ Medici, with whom Linacre lived while he was in Florence. Linacre had studied with the young Giovanni under Politian and also acted as Giovanni's tutor.


Three other translations of Galen by Linacre were published in London: De Naturalibus Facultatibus (On the Natural Faculties), De Pulsuum Usu (On the Use of the Pulse), and De Symptomatum Differentis et Causis (On the Differences and Causes of Symptoms). The last was published after Linacre's death.

Two months after Linacre died, his most significant literary contribution was published. That work, De Emendata Structura Latini Sermonis (On the Correct Form of the Latin Language), established his reputation as a grammarian. Previously, at the time that he was tutoring Princess Mary, Linacre published two elementary grammars in English. The first, a copy of which is housed in the British Library, is thought to be a grammar prepared for St. Paul's School, but rejected by Jean Collet, the humanist dean of St. Paul's Cathedral. The publication includes verses by Linacre, Sir Thomas More, and the celebrated grammarian and first master of the St. Paul's School, William Lily.

The second Latin grammar, Rudimenta Grammatices (The Rudiments of Grammar), was dedicated to Princess Mary, for whose health and education Linacre was responsible. Linacre's major grammatical opus, De Emendata Structura Latini Sermonis, and its author are—according to William Osler's biography on Linacre—generally believed to be the subjects referred to in Erasmus's Praise of Folly: “I knew an old Sophister that a Grecian, a Latinist, a mathematician, a philosopher, a physician, and all to the greatest perfection, who after three score years of experience in the world had spent the last twenty of them only in drudging to conquer the criticisms of grammar, and made it the chief parts of his prayers that his life might be so spared till he had learned how rightly to distinguish betwixt the eight parts of speech, which no grammarian whether Greek or Latin had yet accurately done.”

In 1520, Linacre retired from his medical practice but maintained his activities related to the Royal College of Physicians. At some time between 1510 and 1520, he took the orders of a priest and, in 1519, was designated rector at the parish of Wigan in Lancashire. He died on October 20, 1524, of complications related to bladder stones.

In 1557, Dr. John Caius, then president of the Royal College of Physicians, whose name was attached to Gonville College, Cambridge, that year, had, at his own expense, a monument erected in St. Paul's Cathedral near Linacre's grave. Beneath the statue of a phoenix, a tablet bore this inscription:

Thomas Linacre, physician of King Henry VIII, a man most learned in Greek and Latin as well in medicine, restored to life many who during their lifetime were languishing and who had lost heart. He translated many of the works of Galen [from Greek] into Latin with astonishing and singular eloquence. At the request of his friends, a little before his death, he composed an outstanding work on the correct form of Latin speech. He gave two public lectures at Oxford and one at Cambridge in perpetuum for those zealous of medical study. In this city [London] by his diligence was established the College of Physicians, of which he was elected president. Detesting deceit and artifice, faithful to his friends, he was distinguished among every rank. Some years before he died he was ordained to the priesthood. Full of years, he departed this life much missed, in the year of Our Lord 1524, on the 20th day of October. His reputation survives his death.


The memorial remained until the Great Fire of London in 1666. As time has passed, it has been questioned whether Linacre was a better Latinist or Grecian, a better grammarian or physician, a better scholar or man for his moral qualifications.
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François Rabelais was a Renaissance French physician who has been credited with a literary impact that placed him in a category alongside Homer, Dante, Shakespeare, and Cervantes. Rabelais, who was a prime developer of the French literary tongue and had a profound influence on the world's subsequent literature, was born sometime between 1483 and 1494 in Chinon in the Loire Valley, where his father practiced law. As a youth, Rabelais dedicated himself to scholastics, including Greek, Latin, the classics, and law. Between 1510 and 1511, he became a monk in the Franciscan order and entered the monastery of Le Puy Saint-Martin in Fontenay-le-Comte, located in the Pays de La Loire region in France. While at that locale, the earliest of his extant literary productions, a letter dated March 1521, and written to the French humanist Guillaume Budé, was composed. Rabelais's classical studies and early writings were criticized by his Franciscan colleagues because his conclusions were deemed to be contrary to the accepted biblical interpretation by the Franciscan order. Rabelais was made to feel uncomfortable at the monastery, whereupon he received permission from Pope Clement VII to transfer to the less restrictive Benedictine order at Saint-Pierre-de-Maillezais in the Ven dé Ee, France. That order was led by Bishop Geoffrey d'Estissac, who became Rabelais's patron.

In 1526, Rabelais decided to study medicine, which meant he had to abandon his life as a monk because the clergy were not allowed to practice medicine. Initially, he may have studied in Paris between 1526 and 1529. In 1529, he is known to have matriculated as a medical student at the University of Montpellier, the oldest continuously functioning medical school in western Europe. At the time, medicine was considered to be the center of all natural sciences and humanities, and was incorporated in philosophy. In 1531, Rabelais taught a course at Montpellier on the Greek text of Hippocrates.

In 1532, Rabelais settled in Lyons, where he received a prestigious appointment at the Hôtel-Dieu hospital. That year, he published French editions of several classical medical works by Hippocrates and Galen. In 1534, he went to Rome for three months with Bishop Jean du Bellay, who later became a cardinal. Rabelais made several trips as a traveling companion with the cardinal to Rome, and lived for a while with the cardinal's brother in Turin.

Rabelais taught medicine at Montpellier in 1537 and 1538, during which time he lectured on Hippocrates's Prognostics. He translated the works of Hippocrates and Galen from the Greek and, in 1537, published a translation of The Aphorisms of Hippocrates. Also, in 1538, it is recorded that he performed an autopsy, accompanied by a scientific explanation, on a man who had been hanged. The University of Montpellier continues to honor Rabelais with a monument in its Jardin des Plantes, with the tradition in which the graduating doctors take an oath under Rabelais's robe, and by the continued use of the students’ cap, a faluche, styled in the fashion of the one that Rabelais wore.

Between 1545 and 1547, Rabelais lived in Metz in northeast France, which at the time was a free city and republic. This allowed him to escape the wrath of the Sorbonne, which his writings had brought about because of their scatological and bawdy descriptions. In 1547, Rabelais became curate of St. Christophe de Jambe and of Meudon. He resigned those positions before he died in Paris in 1553. Just prior to his death, he is reputed to have said, “I go to see a great perhaps.”

Rabelais's seminal contribution to fiction consists of four books: Pantagruel (1532), Gargantua (1534), Tiers Livre (1546), and Quart Livre (1548). Several other works of comic fiction attributed to Rabelais were published posthumously, but the authenticity of his authorship of those works has been disputed. The four books he is known to have written constitute a continuum. As such, Gargantua, the name of the royal giant who fathered Pantagruel, the central character of the other three books, is usually presented first in modern publications of the series, although it was published second. Gargantua's name persists in the English language to connote something that is immense.


Perhaps in anticipation of controversy, Rabelais initially maintained anonymity as the author of his fictional works. The author of his first publication, Pantagruel, was listed as Alcofribas Nasier, an anagram of François Rabelais. Similarly, Rabelais's anagram appears as the author of the second book, Gargantua.

Gargantua consists of a series of tales about Pantagruel's father's life. It is a political and religious satire and an endorsement of a tolerant Christianity that incorporates classical Greek philosophical concepts. The work is significantly more sophisticated than Pantagruel, in that, although it is also comic, it evidences the knowledge and experience of an ex-monk and a physician and offers a meaningful message from a humanist. In the final chapters of Gargantua, devoted to the Abbey of Thelema, Rabelais champions religious freedom and denigrates poverty and monastic chastity. At the Utopian abbey, men and women live together in equality, harmony, and beauty.

Pantagruel, the first of Rabelais's works of fiction to be published and the most popular of his books, is a topical satire of the extremes of lifestyle in France and the time of carnival that also incorporates evidence of scholarly learning and enthusiasm for humanism. It attracted critical attention because of the previously unparalleled pervasive presence of obscenities as well as fecal and genital references. Both Pantagruel and Gargantua were condemned by the Sorbonne, acting as the church's office of censorship.

Despite the church's condemnation, Rabelais's Tiers Livre de Pantagruel was published with the “Royal Privilege of Francis” included on the title page and was dedicated to the king's sister, Queen Margaret of Navarre. The book is the least comic and most learned of Rabelais's four works. It includes a dialogue in which the rational humanism of Pantagruel is contrasted with the hedonistic attitude of his companion, Panurge, who champions debt and questions the value of marriage. In the narrative, the assertions of scholars, a theologian, a doctor, and a philosopher are invoked for support in the arguments. The Quart Livre uses masterful comic writing to advocate the incorporation of ancient Jewish and classical wisdom into Renaissance Christianity.

Rabelais's literary works were highly regarded by his contemporaries, but by the eighteenth century they fell into disrepute because scatological and sexual descriptions were no longer considered to be appropriate writings. Voltaire wrote, “Only a few eccentric persons pride themselves on understanding and esteeming his work, as a whole; the rest of the nations…hold his book in contempt…. He is regarded as chief among buffoons…he is a drunken philosopher who wrote only when he was drunk.” A century later, leading French romanticists François-René Chateaubriand and Victor Hugo praised Rabelais as an initiator and genius. At present, he is referred to as the least popular and least appreciated of the great writers.

Rabelais was a physician who considered laughter to be beneficial for health. During his time, health and disease were the consequence of the balance between the four humors: blood, yellow bile, black bile, and phlegm. Organ pathology was not considered to be causative. Laughter was ascribed as the potential to heal and regenerate by affecting the humoral balance. Rabelais's many references to feces are in keeping with the Hippocratic and Galenic assignment of importance to the assessment of bodily excretions in order to define and treat diseases.

Rabelais targeted, as his opposition, the dogma, rigidity, authoritarianism, and serious tone of the ecclesiastical and feudal culture of the time. The conflict between carnival and Lent was allegorical. Carnival represented freedom and humanism that occurred during a period of revelry and celebration, while Lent stood for ecclesiastical and feudal restrictions. He espoused the humor of the carnival and the common marketplace, using grotesque images, indecent language, profanities, and oaths to denigrate the staid, immutable, and confining society to which the populace was exposed.

Although Rabelais's readers were, in general, learned, they were well acquainted with carnival as well as marketplace and comic folk language. Carnival involved all people, and all were considered equal during carnival. The other relevance concerning the author's use of the grotesque realism of carnival is the positive message of metamorphosis and regeneration.

This author of extraordinary comic literature has left us with such memorable statements as “Nature abhors a vacuum,” “He always looked a given horse in its mouth,” “Robbing Peter to pay Paul,” “Hit the nail on the head,” and “Everything comes to those that can wait.” This physician and writer, who was also a prime inventor of the French literary vernacular, is now more frequently remembered merely as an adjective, Rabelaisian, “connoting ribald, bawdy, or indecent writings or statements.”
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In the classical era, Greek and Roman writers were traditionally mononymous, in other words, recognized by a single name of distinction. In the medical literature, Hippocrates and Galen are representative examples. In the field of epic history, Homer and Thucydides stand out, while in philosophy, Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle are most notable. The three most popular Greek tragedians were Aeschylus, Socrates, and Euripides. In the Renaissance, sporadic evidence of single-name authors returned. The philosopher Erasmus comes to mind, while the most blatant was the Swiss German physician, astrologer, and alchemist Philippus Aureolus Bombastus Von Hohenheim, who used the pseudonym Paracelsus to imply that he was the equal of the famous Roman chronicler of medicine, Celsus. Yet another poignant example from the Renaissance is the physician, and most memorable of all prognosticators, Nostradamus, who used a Latinized variant of his French surname to add gravitas to his publications.

Michel de Nostredame was born about December 23, 1503, according to the Gregorian calendar, at Saint-Remy in Provence, France. Both his maternal and paternal grandfathers were physicians who attended the nobility. In 1501, Louis XII of France issued an edict that all Jews were to be baptized or were required to leave Provence. Consequently, Nostradamus's parents—his father a successful notary—and both his grandfathers were baptized, as was Nostradamus.


Nostradamus received his early education at the home of his maternal grandfather and, subsequently, that of his paternal grandfather. The youngster proceeded to the city of Avignon to study the liberal arts, and, while conducting his studies, he evidenced an early interest in astrology. In 1522, Nostradamus enrolled at the University of Montpellier, where he studied medicine for three years and received a baccalauréat, or bachelor's degree. This was followed by a rigorous examination and the awarding of a license to practice medicine by the bishop of Montpellier.

In 1525, the year in which Nostradamus received his license, an outbreak of the plague occurred throughout southern France. He abandoned the university's program, in which he was registered to obtain a doctorate in medicine, in order to care for victims. He established a reputation as a capable physician with the citizens of Montpellier and throughout the countryside of southern France. The records of the university indicate that he returned in October 1529 as a candidate for a doctorate, which he was awarded that year. He joined the faculty and remained there until 1532. There is no evidence that Nostradamus and Rabelais ever met at the university they attended, or communicated about medical matters.

Another biographer, John Houge, who represents the minority, presents a disparate chronicle of Nostradamus's medical education. Houge indicates that, from 1521 to 1529, Nostradamus traveled widely, researching herbal remedies and acting as an apothecary. In 1529, he entered the university at Montpellier to study for a doctorate in medicine. Shortly thereafter, it was discovered that he had been an apothecary, a trade that was specifically banned by the university's rules. Nostradamus was consequently expelled, and documentation of the action, allegedly, exists in the university's archives.

In 1532, Nostradamus responded to an invitation from Jules-César Scalinger, a physician/mathematician, botanist, and philosopher/poet, who was considered to be one of the most learned men in Europe, to join him. Nostradamus settled in Agen near Scalinger, developed a lucrative medical practice, and married a woman “of high estate” with whom he had two children. His idyllic life came to an end when his wife and two children died, and his relationship with Scalinger became antagonistic. In 1538, Nostradamus set out on a six-year period of travel in France, but which extended as far east as Venice. He sought to add to his knowledge of astrology, pharmacology, and medicine, but there is no evidence that he visited the University of Padua.

When Nostradamus completed his travels in 1544, he participated in the treatment of victims of a new outburst of the plague in Marseilles, France. Two years later, he treated plague victims in Aix-en-Provence. In both locations he ascribed cures to the use of his own concoction of pills, which he produced by crushing red roses. To his credit, he refrained from bleeding or purging patients, and, in appreciation of his efforts, he was awarded a lifetime pension by the French Parlement.

In 1546, Nostradamus settled in Salon de Provence, which would remain his home for the rest of his life. He married a wealthy widow with whom he would parent several children, six of whom would survive him. In Salon, he devoted most of his time to developing cosmetics for a wealthy clientele, and enhancing his interest in astrology. From the time of his arrival in Salon and throughout the remainder of his life, there is little evidence of his practicing medicine.

Nostradamus's first publication, featuring astrological predictions, appeared in 1550. Doubtless, it was quatrain 35, which appeared in Les Prophéties de Mr Michel Nostradamus (The Prophecies of Mr. Michel Nostradamus, also known as Centuries I, published in Lyons in 1555), that raised his visibility among the French royalty. The reaction to Nostradamus's predictions was mixed. The most learned individuals discounted them. The uneducated masses thought they were foolish or a tool of the devil to be feared. But the nobility of France constituted a receptive audience. None was a greater devotee than Catherine de’ Medici, the wife of French king Henry II.

Astrology enjoyed widespread acceptance in Florence, Italy, beginning with Cosimo de’ Medici, the first of the Medici political dynasty. In 1536, after Henry of Valois was elevated to the position of heir apparent to the throne of France, his young wife, Catherine de’ Medici, sought the prediction of the most famous Italian astrologer, Luca Gaurico, regarding her husband's future. Gaurico's forecast indicated that Henry would become king of France, and that his regency would be marked by a duel that would end his reign and result in his death.

In July 1556, Catherine de’ Medici summoned Nostradamus to Paris. Although the champions of Nostradamus's prognostications would point out that his writings can be interpreted as predicting the adverse circumstances that would subsequently affect her children, Nostradamus could only relate to Catherine that all her sons would be kings, which could be interpreted as constituting a truth. Nostradamus's reputation was enhanced by the consultation.

On July 1, 1559, while celebrating the marriage of his daughter to Philip II of Spain and his sister's marriage to Emmanuel Philibert, Duke of Savoy, Henry II engaged in a joust with the captain of his Scots Guards. The king sustained a mortal blow when his opponent's lance broke, raised the king's visor, and pierced his right eye. Nostradamus's famous quatrain 35 was retrospectively interpreted as precisely predicting the unusual event, further enhancing the prognosticator's reputation.

In October 1559, the Duke of Savoy stopped at Salon on his way home and was later joined by his bride. Nostradamus was commissioned to compose an inscription for the arches honoring the visiting royalty. In 1564, Catherine de’ Medici led a royal progress to expose the populace to the young, recently enthroned Charles VIII of France. When the progress passed through Provence, Catherine visited Nostradamus. Charles VIII honored Nostradamus by giving him a financial gift and appointing him counselor and physician in ordinary. In June 1566, Nostradamus died in Salon. His tomb is located in the Church of St. Lawrence in Salon.

Nostradamus's first publication was an almanac that appeared in 1550. The almanac, which appeared almost every year until his death, contained prophecies for only the year to come. Cumulatively, the almanacs contained over six thousand predictions. In 1552, his publication of Traité des fardemens et confitures (Treatise of Cosmetics and Preservatives) appeared, which was a combination of descriptions of recipes for cosmetics, preserves, and concoctions to prevent and treat the plague. His only other publication related to medicine, Paraphrase de C. Galen sur L'exortation de Menodote, aux Estudes des Bonnes Artz, Mesmement Medecine. Traduict de Latin en Francoys par M. Nostradamus, was printed in 1557. Both medical books were of little consequence.

Nostradamus is best known for the publications of Les Propheties de M. Michel Nostradamus, which was translated into several languages and has rarely been out of print. Over two hundred editions have appeared. Nostradamus planned an ongoing project that was to include prophecies for more than two thousand years, until 3797. Each publication was to contain a collection of one hundred quatrains (four line verses), thus accounting for the assigned name, “the Centuries.”

The first edition contained 353 quatrains, three groups of one hundred, and the fourth containing fifty-three quatrains. A second edition, containing 640 quatrains, appeared in 1557. After Nostradamus died in 1566, a compendium of two parts was published. It contains 942 quatrains, assembled in nine sets of one hundred or “Centuries” and one of forty-two.

The most notable quatrain appears in the first edition as number 35.


The young lion will overcome the old one

On the field of battle in single combat:

He will put out his eyes in a cage of gold:

Two fleets (wounds) one, then to die a cruel death.

Published in 1555, the quatrain was touted as having predicted, with extraordinary specificity, the fatal joust of Henry II of France in 1559. Post hoc analysis concluded that 1) the “young lion” referred to the fact that the opponent, who accidentally administered the blow to the king, was almost twenty years younger than Henry II, 2) “the field of battle in single combat” described a joust, 3) “put out his eyes” described the site of the wound, 4) “cage of gold” denoted the king's gilded helmet with a visor, and 5) “two fleets” (wounds) referred to injuries to the eye and the brain. Henry II was thought to have been identified by his gold helmet and his lion crest.

Nostradamus never ascribed to himself the powers of a prophet. The appeal of his writings resides in their focus on a panoply of disasters. Interpretations of the implications of his verses continue to appear. The implications of his predictions are recurrent subjects of attention of a variety of recent books, television documentaries, and websites.
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One seventeenth-century physician and literary figure was knighted for his contributions, and has been cited over the ensuing centuries for his erudition and literary productions. During the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, he became a focus of study and adulation by two of the most highly regarded physician bibliophiles of modern times—Sir William Osler and Sir Geoffrey Keynes, two men whose own productivity merit inclusion within this work.

This object of high regard was Thomas Browne, the dominant English literary personality of the seventeenth century. The son of a London silk merchant, whose name he bore as the eldest child, Thomas was born on October 19, 1605, in Cheapside (a location in London). His father died when he was eight years old, and three years later, young Thomas began an eight-year study period at Winchester College, which is the oldest of the English public schools. It was established as a feeder or source of future students for New College, Oxford, in 1382. Anthony Ashley Cooper, the Earl of Shaftesbury, who was influential in the life of the social and political philosopher John Locke, attended Winchester College shortly after Browne. The curriculum consisted of prayers, coupled with Latin and Greek exercises, and was devoid of the natural sciences. It was oriented to the preparation of future clerics.

Browne failed to receive a scholarship at New College, Oxford, and in 1623, he enrolled at Broadgates Hall, later to become Pembroke College, Oxford, as a commoner paying his own way. This circumstance contributed to Browne's eventual selection of a medical career because Pembroke College was the center of medical and anatomical studies at Oxford. In 1623, on the occasion of the death of William Camden, who had played a significant role in the modernization of Oxford, Browne authored a poem, “Camdeni Insignia,” which became Browne's first printed work. He so impressed the leaders at Broadgates in his first year there that he was selected to give the opening oration, in 1624, at the founding of Pembroke College.

At Pembroke College, Master Thomas Clayton was the most influential of Browne's teachers in that, as a professor of medicine, he emphasized reconciliation between physical and spiritual medicine. Browne received a master's degree from Pembroke in 1629, having received his bachelor's degree two years previously. While at Oxford, Browne had been exposed to the works of Vesalius, Fallopius, and Aquapendente in anatomy, and in 1628, he was introduced to the revolutionary publication on the circulation of blood by William Harvey.

At the time Browne completed his studies at Oxford, it was widely believed that the best medical education was offered on the European continent. In a desire to expand his medical knowledge, he spent the next three years sequentially at Montpellier in France, at Padua in Italy, and at Leiden in Holland. At Montpellier, where Rabelais and Nostradamus had received their medical education, and John Locke would later visit, Browne used Rabelais's Latin translation of Hippocrates's Aphorisms.

During Browne's stay on the Continent, the medical school at Montpellier had begun to decline in reputation, while Padua was at its peak, and Leiden was in ascent. Although Browne never formally matriculated, he entered the fall term at Montpellier in 1631. The curriculum stressed plant remedies and used a magnificent botanical garden as an educational facility. Browne's interest in the anatomy and diseases of the brain were stimulated at Montpellier.

He spent a period from the second half of 1632 through the first half of 1633 at Padua, twenty-two years after Galileo ended his eighteen years of teaching at that university. For students at Padua, the three premier attractions were anatomy lectures, botanical demonstrations, and clinical experiences, particularly at the Hospital of St. Francis.

Browne began his studies at the University of Leiden on December 3, 1633, and received his MD on December 21, 1633. The brevity of the period between the two events was not unusual. The doctoral candidate was only required to pass an examination covering the fundamentals of medicine, offer a defense of two selected Hippocratic aphorisms, and present a thesis. Browne defended his thesis on smallpox.

Browne returned to England in 1634 and spent the first three years in the provincial town of Halifax, West Yorkshire, a center of England's woolen manufacture. The town had gained some notoriety for the Halifax Gibbet, an early guillotine that had been installed during the sixteenth century and was used until 1650. Browne's selection of a provincial site was necessitated by the limitation of the locations for his practice between his obligatory conversion fourteen years between his enrollment at Oxford and the conversion of his Leiden MD into an Oxford doctorate.

Little is known of his medical presence in Halifax. A Dictionary of English County Physicians, 1603–1643 lists none active in Halifax. A 1708 publication, titled Halifax and Its Gibbet-Law Placed in a True Light, by Samuel Midgley, stated that “the learned Dr. Browne…in his Juvenal Years, he fixed himself in the Populous, and rich Trading Place, wherein he shew his Skill, and gain Respect in the World; And that during his Residence amongst us, and his vacant Hours he writ his admired Piece, called by him Religio Medici.” Browne himself indicates that he composed his Religio Medici (The Religion of a Physician) around 1634–35. There are eight extant manuscripts of the work, the earliest of which is dated 1639.

In 1637, Browne moved to the town of Norwich in the county of Norfolk. Norwich, with a population of about thirty thousand, was second only in number to London at the time. The main encouragement for the move came from one of Browne's Oxford tutors, the Reverend Thomas Lushington, who had assumed the post of chaplain to the bishop of Norwich the previous year. Five years after Browne's arrival, he married Dorothy Mileham, who was seventeen years his junior. The couple had twelve children, eight of whom predeceased them. Edward, the one son who survived, became physician to St. Bartholomew's Hospital and was president of the Royal College of Physicians of London from 1704 until his death in 1708.

The information available regarding Thomas Browne's medical practice has been compiled and published in the four-volume The Works of Sir Thomas Browne (1964). Browne was regarded as the leading physician throughout East Anglia in the mid-eastern region of England. He served both as a consultant to his medical colleagues and physician for the leading families in Norfolk County. He often traveled long distances on horseback and remained absent from his home for long periods when he was providing medical care. He is known to have provided care to the poor at no charge and with disregard for the patients’ religious or political status.

During his time in Norwich, patients suffering from smallpox and the plague were prevalent. There were four outbreaks of the plague in that period. In 1665–66, over two thousand people died. Although Browne sent his family to a distant village during the outbreaks, unlike many other physicians, he remained to offer service. He also cared for patients with malaria, which was common in the region at the time.

Bladder stones were also a common affliction. Norfolk had a higher incidence than any other English county. Browne treated several dignitaries of the church and Parliament, employing marshmallow and other bland remedies. He treated patients suffering from phthisis (tuberculosis) gout, asthma, venereal disease, and rickets; his records indicate that he practiced obstetrics and gynecology, but performed no surgery. His case records include several patients who were more than one hundred years old. One 102-year-old lady manifested the classic symptoms of hyperthyroidism and compulsive eating. Another of his case records describes a patient with hydropneumothorax, for whom he recommended drainage. Browne employed the common medical practices of purging (use of laxatives) and bloodletting, and recommended “taking the waters” at Bath and Epson for generalized aching.

One of the unique aspects of Browne's medical care was his awareness of psychological disturbances and the influence of emotions on disease. He stressed the importance of treating patients as whole human beings rather than as bodies with “excessive or impeded humours.” He pointed out that the physician's service may span not only medical but also religious and moral roles, and may have a social context. He indicated that the management of a patient should involve the patient's family. An evaluation by a modern American psychiatrist, J. M. Schneck, offers evidence that Browne recognized the unconscious aspect of the superego, the correlation between dream content and illness, and the psychopathology associated with senility.

Although he made no scientific or clinical discoveries, Browne has been credited with the first account of adipocere, i.e., the liquefaction of human and animal muscle after death, the first suggestion that rabies may be transmitted from one animal to another.

Although Browne maintained a belief in witchcraft and the efficacy of the king's touch to cure scrofula, he recognized the importance of William Harvey's contribution regarding the circulation of blood. Browne continually attempted to keep abreast of medical advances. In 1664, he was elected as an honorary fellow of the Royal College of Physicians of London.

By the mid-seventeenth century, Thomas Browne had become one of the most highly regarded intellectuals not only in England but throughout Western civilization. His correspondence was widespread, and he was frequently visited by other learned men.

The springboard that initially propelled Browne to a rarified realm of intellectual eminence was the publication of Religio Medici. Browne wrote that the work was not intended for publication, but “was composed at leisurable hours for his private exercise and satisfaction.” Several manuscript copies were distributed among his friends. One of these fell into the hands of a publisher who published the work in 1642 without the author's permission or identification. Browne felt compelled to correct the inaccuracies that were presented in print, leading to the publication of “a true and full coppy,” which was published under the author's name in 1643. The book was an immediate success, translated into several languages, including Latin, and has never been out of print.

The book is one of the earliest attempts to reconcile religion and “natural philosophy,” the precursor of modern science. For Browne, religion was based on the virtues of faith, hope, and charity. Browne rejected the authority of the church or the papacy and religious realism in favor of reason and the Scripture. He regarded an individual's faith to be the dominant element, and he presented science as being in agreement with religious belief. He not only was concerned with erasing the conflicts between religion and science, but also promoted tolerance in religious belief. Religio Medici was referred to by Sir William Osler, the “father of modern medicine” as “the most precious book” in his library.

Browne's second, most encyclopedic, and his personal favorite publication, Pseudodoxia Epidemica [An Epidemic of False Doctrines]: or, Enquiries into Very Many Received Tenents and Commonly Presumed Truths, was published as a small folio in 1646. The work consists of seven books, arranged in the Renaissance concept of the scale of creation: Book 1—an essay on the nature of error, Book 2—fallacies in the fields of mineral and vegetable, Book 3—the animal kingdom, Book 4—errors about Man, Book 5—art, Book 6—geography and history, and Book 7—astronomy and cosmos.

Errors are assessed according to the three criteria of reason, sense, and authority. The descriptions include examples of empiricism, formulation of hypotheses, and experiments on electricity and magnetism. Browne sets forth the argument that nature never does anything in vain, and readers are urged to trust God.

In 1658, Browne's Hydriotaphia, Urn-Buriall (a discourse of sepulchral urn) and The Garden of Cyrus were published together within the binding of a single octavo. The study of cremation urns and plant life, respectively, presents a crystallization of Browne's antiquarianism and the concept of plants as a representation of natural philosophy. The recent discovery of a Roman urn burial in the county of Norfolk stimulated Browne to describe burial and funerary methods of the past and current times and consider the human struggle with death.

The Garden of Cyrus represents Browne's interconnection between the plants and herbs of nature and art and hermetism, which is based on the concept that there is a single theology, given by God, and present in all religions. Browne uses the quincunx pattern of five units (five dots arranged in a cross like the number five on a die) to demonstrate Platonic forms in nature and how God uses geometric forms. Nature is shown to have five-sided physical patterns and quintuple phenomena throughout the animal and plant kingdoms, e.g., honey combs, snake skin, fish scales, etc. In both Hydriotaphia, Urn-Buriall and The Garden of Cyrus, Browne stresses the value of detailed and precise description for both the antiquarian and natural historian.

Two of Browne's literary works were published posthumously. A Letter to a Friend, which was written in 1656 and published in 1690, was prompted by the death of a patient with consumption (tuberculosis) who had died at a young age. The work includes some of Browne's most often referred to philosophical quotations. It discusses Browne's assessment of the value of dreams and the importance of signs in establishing a medical diagnosis. Within the nineteen paragraphs of text is Browne's fullest description of a Christian physician in action and the complex problems encountered, related to religious, moral, and medical issues, and their social context faced with the care of patients.

Christian Morals was written during the last decade of Browne's life and was published in 1716. The work is an extension of Religio Medici and consists of Browne's more mature considerations about Christian conduct. With the emphasis on a positive attitude rather than contempt for the world, Browne indicates that the goal is to live meaningfully and completely, make the best of adversity, offer charity and maintain humility, while functioning based on reason rather than passion.

In September 1671, King Charles II, with the queen and a large entourage, visited Norwich. As reported in the London Gazette, “There the King knighted the so famous Brown, Whose worth & learning to the world are known.” Browne lived out his life in Norwich, where he died at the age of seventy-seven on his birthday, October 19, in 1682. His body was buried in his parish church. During repairs to the church, his skull was removed, only to be deposited five years later by a local physician in Norfolk and Norwich Hospital. In 1900, Osler paid to have a case, inscribed with silver plates, made to contain and display the skull. Twenty-two years later, the skull in its casket was reinterred in the church.

Browne is considered to have been one of the most significant English writers of prose. The stateliness and eloquence of his prose has not appealed to modern readers. But, if one filters his ponderous style, there are many examples of Browne's profundity and literary craftsmanship. These continue to be quoted.

From Religio Medici:

“We carry with us the wonders, we seek without us.”

“Obstinacy in a bad cause, is but constancy in a good.”

“Persecution is a bad and indirect way to plant Religion.”

“No man can justly or condemn another, because indeed no man truly knows another.”

“We all labour against our own cure, for the death is the cure of all diseases.

From Pseudodoxia:

“If reason is a rebel unto faith, so is passion unto reason.”

From Hydriotaphia:

“The long habit of living indisposeth us from dying.”

From A Letter to a Friend:

“Be charitable before Wealth makes thee covetous.”

Browne's ingenuity remains manifest in the latest edition of the Oxford English Dictionary, where he ranks at number seventy on the list of top cited sources. He has over eight hundred entries, is quoted in over 3,600 entries, and is credited as the first source for more than seven hundred words, including “ambidextrous,” “analogous,” “anomalous,” “approximate,” “archetype,” “ascetic,” “carnivorous,” “coexistence,” “coma,” “compensate,” “computer,” “cryptography,” “cylindrical,” “disruption,” “electricity,” “exhaustion,” “ferocious,” “follicle,” “generator,” “gymnastic,” “herbaceous,” “indigenous,” “insecurity,” “jocularity,” “literary,” “locomotion,” “medical,” “migrant,” “mucous,” “polarity,” “prairie,” “precocious,” “prostate,” “pubescent,” “suicide,” “therapeutic,” “ulterior,” “ultimate,” and “veterinarian.”

SOURCES

Buston, R.W. “Sir Thomas Browne and the Religio Medici.” Surgery, Gynaecology & Obstetrics 131, no. 6 (1970): 1164–70.

Keynes, G, ed. The Works of Sir Thomas Browne. London: Faber and Faber, 1968.

Osler, William. An Alabama Student and Other Biographical Essays. Oxford, England: Oxford University Press, 1908.

Schneck, J. M. “Sir Thomas Browne, Religio Medici, and the History of Psychiatry.” American Journal of Psychiatry 114, no. 7 (1958): 657–60.






[image: images]

[image: images]

Portrait by Sir Godfrey Kneller.

By the end of the sixteenth century, England's political stature had risen, in large part related to its defeat of the armada of Spain, which was Europe's leading power. Under Elizabeth I's rule, England had initiated its quest for a Northwest Passage in the Western Hemisphere to facilitate access and trade with Asia, and efforts to colonize North America were entertained. Sir Francis Bacon championed the scientific method of acquiring knowledge, thereby opening upon whole new areas of intellectual exploration. In the early part of the seventeenth century, after James I succeeded Elizabeth, successful English colonization of America began with Jamestown in 1607, followed in Massachusetts by the founding of Plymouth in 1620 and Salem in 1630. In the field of medicine the most significant contribution was William Harvey's 1628 publication of De Mortu Cordis (On the Motion of the Heart and Blood), which provided a complete description of the circulatory system for the first time.

Four years after the publication of that monumental work, one of the most influential Enlightenment philosophers, and a highly regarded physician, was born. His literary and philosophical contributions led Voltaire to recognize him as among the greatest philosophers, as well as the ablest writers, of their age. His influence would have a significant impact on defining the principles of liberalism and religious tolerance in colonial America.


John Locke was born in Somerset, England, on August 29, 1632. Sponsored by a member of Parliament and friend of the family, Locke began his education at the prestigious Westminster School in London. As a twenty-year-old, he entered Christ College, Oxford, with about forty other undergraduates. He graduated in 1656, and two years later was awarded an MA degree. He then intensified his studies of medicine that he had initiated several years previously.

In 1666, Locke composed a speculative essay, “Morbus” (“Disease”), on the cause of disease. He suggested that “small and subtle parcels of matter which are apt to transmute far greater portions of matter into a new nature” were the likely cause of disease, but he confessed that he could not define the process by which the small “ferments” worked.

At the time, Oxford's requirements for attaining a bachelor of medicine degree, which was sufficient for licensure, consisted of three years of formal courses. In 1666, Locke petitioned to receive a medical doctorate without previously becoming a bachelor. He failed, but associated himself with a practitioner in the community of Oxford and received a license to carry out that activity as a community medical practitioner. In 1674, he would eventually receive a bachelor of medicine degree from Oxford, but never receiving his doctorate.

During Locke's stay at Oxford, his interest in chemistry was stimulated by Robert Boyle, who continually offered advice to Locke regarding research. Boyle's book Memoirs for the Natural History of Human Blood (1684) includes Locke's experimental work on the action of acids, alkalis, and volatile spirits on blood.

In 1666, a chance meeting with Lord Anthony Ashley Cooper would alter Locke's life. Cooper had, at the time, an undefined medical ailment for which he sought the mineral waters from a village near Oxford. Cooper traveled to Oxford to visit his son, who was a student at Trinity College, and, while there, he planned to acquire a supply of the desired waters. In the absence of the senior physician with whom he was associated, Locke met with Cooper, and an immediate mutual attraction occurred. As a consequence, Locke was invited to become part of Lord Anthony Ashley Cooper's retinue at Exeter House in London. In 1667, Locke moved to London, where he became involved in Cooper's political activities, tutored the lord's young son, and served as a physician to the household.

In that latter capacity, Locke developed an association with Dr. Thomas Sydenham, who had attended Exeter House on medical matters. Sydenham, whose name remains attached to a type of chorea or nervous disorder marked by spasms, was England's most notable physician. He has been assigned the appellation “the English Hippocrates,” based on his insistence that careful observation of the individual patient should determine therapy rather than a formulaic approach.

In 1668, Locke wrote an article entitled “Anatomie,” in which the influence of Sydenham is apparent. Locke contended that anatomy does not provide an insight into the workings of the body. He, like Sydenham, argued for empirical rather than theoretical bases for treating diseases and patients. He echoed Sydenham's insistence that experience and diligent observation should form the protocols for effecting cures.

Locke practiced together with Sydenham, accompanying him on rounds. In 1668, the second edition of Sydenham's Methodus Curandi Febres (Methods of Curing Fever) was prefaced by a poem of Locke's praising Sydenham's approach to the management of febrile patients, endorsing cooling rather than heating of the patient's body, and emphasizing the importance of continually observing the individual patient.

The most notable case with which Locke was associated involved his patron, Anthony Ashley Cooper. The disorder first manifested itself with intense abdominal pain when Cooper was eighteen years old. It was the disorder that brought Locke together with his patron as the latter sought mineral waters. In May 1668, Cooper experienced serious abdominal pain and excessive vomiting. He was initially purged by the Cambridge professor of physick, Francis Glisson (whose name is affixed to the liver capsule). In June, a soft tumor became palpable in the right upper quadrant of Cooper's abdomen. Locke called several physicians and surgeons in for consultation, and drainage was performed. The description of the drainage is convincingly compatible with the diagnosis of a hydatid cyst of the liver caused by a parasite.

H. R. Fox Bourne, the nineteenth-century biographer of John Locke, wrote, “The operation was performed, and Ashley's life was saved, by Locke.” Both Locke and Sydenham offered the opinion that the silver pipe, which had been inserted to effect drainage, should be left in place as long as there was drainage. Sir Anthony Ashley Cooper continued to wear the drain for the rest of his life, and he was often referred to as “Tapski.”

Locke's second unusual
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Three individuals have provided invaluable service and support over the past decade, during which I have researched, written, and published three volumes of nonfiction. Steven L. Mitchell, in his role as editor in chief of Prometheus Books, has shepherded Cadwallader Colden: A Biography (2013), The Anatomist, the Barber-Surgeon, and the King: How the Accidental Death of Henry II of France Changed the World (2015), and this current consideration of sixty-five physicians, who have left a literary legacy, through the process of publication. Gianna Nixon-Saldinger has overseen the selection and visually optimized the illustrative material in all three books. In addition, her organizational skills have been much appreciated. Dr. Marshall Lichtman, an eminent hematologist, medical school dean, and scholar, provided a critical review of every inclusion. Marshall's shared commitment to the importance of the humanities in the education of physicians was a continuing encouragement.
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