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1. WHAT IS MEDICAL HUMANISM? 

 
In the lecture, I will present an overview of medical humanism in the Renaissance, focusing especially 
on the rediscovery of Greek and Roman medical texts and their impact on Renaissance medical 
thought and practice. I will also mention the continuing use of Arabic medical works. I am suggesting 
some titles below for your reference but don’t expect that you will have read them! I strongly suggest 
reading Nutton’s 2021 article if you can only muster one in time for the lecture.  
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Reading suggestions:  
 
J. L. Bylebyl, ‘The School of Padua: Humanistic Medicine in the Sixteenth Century’, in C. Webster 
ed., Health, Medicine and Mortality in the Sixteenth Century, Cambridge University press, 1979, 335-
370 
 
D. Hasse, ‘Renaissance Scholars on Why they Translate Scientific and Philosophical Works from 
Arabic into Latin’, in D. Gutas (ed.), Why Translate Science? Documents from Antiquity to the 16th 
century in the Historical West (Bactria to the Atlantic), Brill, 2022, 684-728 
 
D. Hasse, Success and Suppression: Arabic Sciences and Philosophy in the Renaissance, Harvard 
University Press, 2016 
 
C. Martin, ‘Histories of Medieval Plagues in Renaissance Italy’, Journal of the Histories of Medicine 
and Allied Sciences 78, 2023, 131-148 
 
V. Nutton, Renaissance Medicine, London, Routledge, 2022 
 
V. Nutton, ‘Medical Humanism: A Problematic Formulation?’ Arts et savoirs 15, 2021: 
https://doi.org/10.4000/aes.3925 
 
V. Nutton, ‘The Rise of Medical Humanism: Ferrara, 1464-1555’, Renaissance Studies 11, 1997, 2-19 
 
N. Siraisi, Avicenna in Renaissance Italy : The Canon and Medical Teaching in Italian Universities 
after 1500, Princeton University Press, 1987 
 
M. Stolberg, Learned Physicians and Everyday Medical Practice in the Renaissance, Leiden, Brill, 
2022 
 
 

2. CONTAGION: THEORY AND PRACTICE 
 
Read Vivian Nutton’s article ‘The Seeds of Disease: An Explanation of Contagion and Infection from 
the Greeks to the Renaissance’ (Medical History, 1983). [pdf on moodle] and answer the following 
questions:  
 

1. Can you summarize ancient views on the transmission of disease? Who are the most 
important ancient authorities on the matter, according to you?  

2. Why is Galen’s ‘theory of seeds’ potentially interesting? 
3. Look up Girolamo Fracastoro – why is he considered a turning point in the history of 

understanding infectious diseases?  
4. To what extent did Fracastoro and other Renaissance scholars studied by Vivian Nutton 

provide innovative frameworks about contagion?  
5. Based on this small-lens study, how independent do you think Renaissance physicians were 

from ancient texts?  
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