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Abstract

Ozet

The author discusses some irrational beliefs held during the
Renaissance and describes episodes related to them.

It is concluded that, in spite of the fact that the Renaissance was
characterized by a more objective evaluation of reality, old unscien-
tific ways of thinking, characterized by prejudice and superstition
were not completely abandoned and affected medicine as well as
everyday life.
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Yazar, Ronesans sirasinda inanilan akildisi inanglar tartigmata
ve bunlarla ilgili olaylar tanimlamaktadir.

Ronesansin gergekligin daha objektif degerendirilmesi olarak
tanimlanmasina ragmen Onyargt ve hurafelerle karakterize eski bilim
dis1 diistincelerin tamamen terkedilmedigi ve giinliilk yasami oldugu
kadar tibb1 da etkiledigi sonucuna varilmaktadir.

Anahtar Kelimeler: Oskiiltizm, ronesans, tip tarihi

he Renaissance is usually considered a

watershed of Western thought in which

old prejudices and superstitions were
abandoned in favor of empirical investigation and
objective evaluation of reality. The figures of Ma-
chiavelli and Copernicus come to mind, men who
were not afraid to see reality as it is, free from
prejudices and misconceptions.

Although this idea of the Renaissance is fairly
accurate, the intellectual “rebirth” of the sixteenth
century also included a dark side in which the op-
posite of rationality prevailed.
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The Renaissance, in fact, was also a golden
age for occultists and impostors. Alchemists and
astrologers were protected by popes and kings.
Rudolph II of Hapsburg (1552-1612), who ruled
the Holy Roman Empire from 1576 until his death,
was one of their great patrons, although he also
patronized such men as Tycho Brahe and Kepler.
In other words, at the time, together with an
enlightened objective perception of reality, the
belief that occult forces influence human affairs
was widespread.

Occultism, which includes such practices as
witchcraft, alchemy, magic and astrology, can be
seen as an attempt to attain results that would oth-
erwise be difficult or impossible to achieve. Pre-
cious metals, for example, are difficult to find and
costly to extract, but with the help of alchemy they
could be easily and cheaply obtained. Similarly,
with magic, one could become healthy and wealthy
without effort and even obtain what is usually con-
sidered unobtainable, for example, eternal youth;
witchcraft, by utilizing malignant powers, would
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give its practitioner supernatural capacities (e.g.,
the ability to kill enemies at a distance and fly on
broomsticks); with astrology one could foretell the
future and explain the cause of events (e.g., wars,
epidemics) otherwise difficult to elucidate.

Witchcraft

The most absurd belief common during the
Renaissance concerned the existence of witches
and witchcraft. Although such a belief goes back to
early Christian times, it was then considered a relic
of paganism and not feared. A canon of the
Church, as early as the ninth century, declared that
women who believed that they, as witches, could
ride through the air, were only deluded by the
devil; the laws of Charlemagne considered it mur-
der to put anyone to death on a charge of witch-
craft;' Pope Nicholas I (d. 867) condemned the use
of torture to induce confession and Gregory VII (d.
1085) forbade the prosecution of witches and sor-
cerers for causing plague and bad weather.” In
other words, before the Renaissance, although
witches and witchcraft were believed to exist, they
were not persecuted with the mindless ferocity of
the later period.

Many Renaissance authors feared witches and
supported their persecution (e.g., the Frenchman
Jean Bodin (1530-1596) and the Hispano-Belgian
Jesuit Martin Delrio (1551-1608), whose Disquisi-
tiones magicae were first printed in 1599-1600 and
often reprinted and translated into French),3 al-
though voices of reason, even if ignored, were not
completely still. The Dutch doctor Johann Weyer
(c1515-1588), personal physician to Duke Wilhelm
of Julich-Cleve-Berg, in his De praestigiis dae-
monum et incantationibus ac veneficiis (1563)
asserted that the belief in witchcraft was a delu-
sion. In a letter to his patron written after the
manuscript of De praestigiis demonorum had been
completed, Weyer wrote:

To you, Prince, I dedicate the fruit of my
thought. For thirteen years your physician, I have
heard expressed in your Court the most varied
opinions concerning witches; but none so agree
with my own as do yours, that witches can harm no
one through the most malicious will or the ugliest
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exorcism, that rather their imagination-inflamed by
the demons in a way not understandable to us-and
the torture of melancholy makes them only fancy
that they have caused all sorts of evil. For when the
entire manner of action is laid on scales, and the
implements therefore examined with careful scru-
tiny, then soon there is shown clearly before all
eyes and more lucid than the day, the nonsense and
the falsity of the matter. You do not, like others,
impose heavy penalties on perplexed, poor old
women. You demand evidence, and only if they
have actually given poison, bringing about the
death of men or animals, do you allow the law to
take its course.”

Weyer, in his condemnation of witch-hunts,
was preceded by Andrés de Laguna c.1500-
c.1560), a physician, whose views were published
incidentally in his commentary on Dioscorides
(Antwerp, 1555).° There were others.’

The existence of witches was asserted, and the
fear of them reinforced, by the 1484 bull Summis
desiderantes of Innocent VIII and by the Malleus
maleficarum of the two Dominicans, Jacob (or
James) Sprenger and Heinrich Kramer, first printed
in 1486. Both contributed to innumerable persecu-
tions.

The following are examples of what was con-
sidered justice at the time.

At Lindheim, a woman was accused of having
stolen from the grave a body of an infant (the flesh
of infants was alleged to be used for food at
witches’ Sabbaths). She confessed, under torture,
and the names of four accomplices were extracted
from her. The infant’s grave was then opened and
the body of the infant was found uninjured. The
judges decided that this was obviously a ruse of the
devil and all five women were burnt alive.”

Although women were usually the victims of
witch-hunts, this was not always the case. A man
confessed, under torture, that he was a werewolf
and that, in that form, he had killed a calf of a
neighbor. The latter testified that he had never lost
a calf although a few years before two hens had
disappeared through witchcraft, he believed. On
the basis of his confession, the accused was burnt.®
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Torture was customarily used to obtain con-
fessions from the accused. The will of the unfortu-
nate victims was broken by the unspeakable condi-
tions of the prisons. The following is a description,
by an eye-witness, Anton Praetorius (1560-1613),
of the dungeons where the accused were kept:’

Some [of the dungeons] are holes like cellars
or wells... with openings above, through which
they let down the prisoners with ropes and draw
them up when they will. Such prisons I have seen
myself. Some [prisoners] sit in great cold, so that
their feet are frost-bitten or frozen off, and after-
wards, if they escape, they are crippled for life.
Some lie in continual darkness, so that they never
see a ray of sunlight, and know not whether it be
night or day. All of them have their limbs confined
so that they can hardly move, and are in continual
unrest, and lie in their own refuse, far more filthy
and wretched than cattle. They are badly fed...
And since they cannot move hands or feet, they are
plagued and bitten by lice, rats, and other vermin,
besides being daily abused and threatened by gaol-
ers and executioners. And since all this sometimes
lasts months or years, such persons, though at first
they be courageous, rational, strong, and patient, at
length become weak, timid, hopeless, and if not
quite, at least half idiotic and desperate."

Andrés de Laguna wrote the following ac-
count which underlines how, under torture, the
most detailed (and absurd) admissions of guilt
could be extracted:

When I was municipal physician for the town
of Metz, I visited Duke Francis of Lorraine, who
was ill in Nancy in the year 1545. At that time
there appeared before his Lordship the town coun-
cil demanding justice and vengeance against two
unfortunate old people, who were husband and
wife and who lived in a hermit’s cabin a half a
league from that city, because (according to popu-
lar rumor) they were notorious wizards, burning all
the new-sown land killing all the live stock, and
sucking the blood of the children, and had done
terrible damage. When he had heard these serious
charges, the Duke sent to arrest them and put them
to the torture; they thereupon confessed all the
charges, and among other frightful deeds they af-
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firmed that they had murdered the Duke’s father,
Duke Anthony; they also stated that they had given
him, Francis, the grave malady which little by little
was destroying him. The Duke asked them in what
manner and form they had caused his malady. The
old man said that it was because His Excellency
had not washed his feet on the preceding Maundy
Thursday; he [the old man] had been one of the
twelve poor to appear for the ceremony as was the
use and custom of the land, and he had fallen into
great melancholy when the ceremony was not per-
formed. When he saw the Devil in his circle after-
ward he was asked by the Devil to tell the reason
for his sadness. Having heard the story, the Devil
asked him whether he wished to be avenged of the
Duke, and, if he did, to take the worm the Devil
offered him, and when he saw the Duke pass by his
hermitage to throw it before the hooves of his
horse and this would make the horse stumble and
crush the Duke. But if he did not wish to kill him,
but only to have him fall sick, then to go up to him
on the road as though to beg alms then to contrive
to breathe in his face; “then,” said the Devil, “I
shall be at your back and I shall breathe on the
back of his head and I shall so infect him that only
you will ever be able to cure him again.” In this
fashion, said the wizard he had infected the Duke,
with the intention of curing him soon after with a
secret remedy which his master the Devil had
taught him. And then, although the council was
resolved that both of them should be burnt, the
Duke showed mercy to the old man because of the
hope of a cure for his malady. Thereupon the old
witch was reduced to cinders in the presence of her
husband who was given gifts by the Duke and
favored by him; and the Duke spared his life, al-
though he kept him closely watched."'

It is of interest that in an age when, in the in-
teraction between human intellect and external
reality, objectivity and rationality were becoming
increasingly important, one of the most shocking
pages of folly and cruelty was written.

Alchemy
If the persecution of witches causes revulsion,
alchemy and alchemists arouse, in the modern
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reader, a feeling of amusement. This was often also
the case at the time. Giordano Bruno (1548-1600),
for example, wrote:

Because he [i.e., the alchemist] got into his
head the hope of discovering the Philosopher’s
stone, he has come to the point where his annoy-
ance is eating, his uneasiness is to go to bed be-
cause the night seems to him long as it is to chil-
dren who have new clothes to wear next day. Eve-
rything bothers him, time spent in any activity is
bitter to him: his paradise is only the furnace.'

Nevertheless, many during the Renaissance
believed in alchemy and pursued the Philosopher’s
Stone, the substance alleged to be capable of trans-
forming base metals into gold, with untiring energy
(Newton, for example, was interested in al-
chemy)."

Certain aspects of alchemy, became fashion-
able, distillation, for example, because the isolation
of alcohol allowed the preparation of medicines
which, taken in sufficient quantity, improved
greatly if not the health at least the mood of the
patient. Leonardo Fioravanti (c.1517-c.1588), for
example, called it the “new art of alchemical medi-
cine,” and the religious order of the Jesuati,14
sometimes called “the aquavit brothers,” special-
ized in making elixirs and cordials that were be-
lieved to preserve the body from corruption and
putrefaction.'”” The notion of the beneficial effects
of alcohol can be traced to the ideas of the alche-
mist John of Rupescissa (fl. ¢.1350), according to
whom alcohol was the incorruptible “fifth essence”
of all substances.'®

As alchemy was concerned with the interac-
tion of chemical compounds, it may have had some
influence on the development of chemistry, if not
directly, perhaps by preparing the minds of practi-
tioners for the idea that chemical compounds could
“react” with each other in what were later to be
called “chemical reactions.”

In 1597, Andreas Libavius (1540-1616) pub-
lished a work, Alchemia, which may be considered
the watershed between alchemy and chemistry.
Libavius was born in Halle, Saxony, obtained his
medical degree and became professor of history
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and poetry at Jena and, later, director of the gym-
nasium of Coburg, where he died. His main writ-
ings were devoted to alchemy. The most important,
Alchemia, was a survey of contemporary knowl-
edge on the subject, in which he tried to explain
what we would call “chemical reactions” in plain
language. The work has been called the first text-
book of chemistry, although the definition is exag-
gerated as two more centuries had to elapse before
the chemical science was born. Alchemia was a
reaction against Paracelsism, occultism and ex-
travagance. There is no doubt, however, that Li-
bavius’ attitude was more that of a chemist than
that of an alchemist and the discovery of several
chemical compounds is credited to him (e.g., stan-
nic chloride, liguor fumans Libavii)."

Magic and Astrology

Magic, astrology, and other forms of occult-
ism were commonly accepted during the Renais-
sance and were believed valid even by authors
whom we consider pillars of the emerging scien-
tific movement (Harvey apparently believed in the
healing effect of the application of the hand of a
dead man to a tumor;'® Kepler practiced astrology;
and Newton, as mentioned above, pursued al-
chemical studies). We must not be surprised there-
fore if individuals with less capacity for objective
evaluation of natural phenomena believed that
occult forces influenced the material world and
human affairs. Paracelsus (1493-1541) considered
himself a necromancer, geomancer, hydromancer
and magus; Fioravanti believed that one could cure
the plague by burying the patient up to the neck
and that he had compounded medicines that could
cure all diseases; Gerolamo Cardano (1501-1576)
claimed the most preposterous experiences and
capacities (e.g., to have seen a cock speaking with
the voice of a man; to feel sometimes the contact
of an invisible hand; to be able to divine the fu-
ture).

Prejudices and Taboos
If the belief in occult forces casts a shadow on
the rational approach to the study of nature charac-
teristic of the time, the acceptance of innumerable
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prejudices should also moderate our tendency to
see the Renaissance as continuously and blissfully
bathed in the light of reason and rationality. With-
out reviewing all the medical prejudices that were
held at the time (e.g., fetal malformations were due
to sin; the outcome of diseases was dependent on
the position of celestial bodies), we will mention
the following related to obstetrics:

[Dr.Wertt of Hamburg] realized that he could
only study the process of birth at an actual labour,
and knew that as a man he would never he admit-
ted to a lying-in room. He dressed himself as a
woman and went boldy in to the next confinement
in the district. This was in 1522. For a brief while
all went well, then somehow or other one of the
midwives realized that he was a man masquerad-
ing in a woman’s garments. The mere idea of a
male being present at a confinement raised a
storm of protest. Punishment was swift and salu-
tary. Wertt was burned to death. Other physicians
watched him die and realized then, if they had not
done so before, that midwifery was a woman’s art
still protected by every possible taboo. Only one
other group of men had been known to enter a
lying-in chamber. Martin Luther told the story of
an Empress of Germany whose labour was slow
and protracted. It was still generally accepted that
any procedure which frightened the mother might
accelerate labour. Some authorities held that
whipping the mother would cause fear and dis-
tress and so promote the expulsion of the fetus.
Whipping the Empress was out of the question.
The alternative was simple. Twenty-four men
were brought in succession into the imperial ly-
ing-in chamber and flogged. Two of them died as
a result and the labour continued, still slow and
protracted."

And the etiological explanation of gangrene
by Woodall (1556-1643), a surgeon at St. Bar-
tholomew’s Hospital in London:

A history or a relation of a remarkable exam-
ple of an amputation by me performed upon a
woman in Saint Bartholomew’s Hospital of both
her legs, and part of seven of her fingers, in one
morning together all taken off in the mortified part,
without pain or loss of blood or spirits at all, and
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the woman was living at the writing hereof, and the
patient was a certain poor maid or woman servant
in London, named Ellen French, of whom there
were made books and ballads, that were sung about
the streets of her, namely, that whereas the said
maid or servant was given to pilfering, and being
accused thereof by her master and mistress, used to
curse and swear and with words of execration to
wish, that if she had committed the crime she stood
accused of, that then her legs and hands might rot
off, the which thing accordingly, no doubt by the
providence of God, came to pass, as a judgement
upon her, namely that both her legs almost to the
gartering place, with parts of seven of her fingers
did rot off, the which wretched woman neverthe-
less, being referred to me in Saint Bartholomew’s
Hospital to be cured, by God’s mercy and permis-
sion, I healed her perfectly, but cutting off both her
sphacelated legs in the mortified parts with also
parts of her seven fingers, as is said, all in one
morning without pain, terror or any loss of blood
unto her, in the taking them off, and made her per-
fectly whole in a very short time, namely within
three months, so merciful is God unto us vile crea-
tures, when we are most unworthy of such his mer-
cies.”

The influence of occultism on the develop-
ment of science has been much discussed and de-
bated among historians of science in the last sev-
eral decades. According to Vickers,”' one can dis-
tinguish three main stages in the debate. In the
first, magic and the occult is considered irrele-
vant;* the second stage inaugurated a tendency to
make a more positive claim for the occult” and
continued into the extreme belief that the occult
made the scientific revolution possible;24 the third
stage, still according to Vickers, was characterized
by a split field in which some supported the view
that the occult had a formative influence on sci-
ence” and others challenged it.*

We believe that we are now in the fourth
stage, dominated by postmodernists, deconstruc-
tionists, and useful fellow-travelers, who accept
anything (including magic and occultism) except
the validity of science and who deny the existence
of scientific progress and empirical truth.”’
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In our opinion occultism is irrelevant in the
emergence of science with the possible exception
of alchemy, which, as mentioned above, may have
had a preparatory effect on the development of
chemistry. In any case, this positive effect, assum-
ing that it existed, was of limited importance as,
even without alchemy, chemistry would have de-
veloped more or less when it did.

The fact that many authors who opposed the
occult mentality themselves retained occult beliefs
has been discussed at length in the history of sci-
ence. The phenomenon must be understood in the
light of the realization that long-held beliefs can be
eradicated only slowly and even then, quite often,
imperfectly. In spite of the fact that several centu-
ries have elapsed since the scientific revolution,
alternative medicine, homeopathic medicine, touch
healing, new age philosophy, crystal power, rein-
carnation, astrology, etc., are now very popular. It
is evident that foolish notions continue to reappear
in history in seemingly unending cycles. Man does
not learn easily. We must acknowledge, however,
that although in our time we have indeed our
prejudices and taboos, they are more benign than
the ones mentioned above (at least in medicine).
Perhaps, over the centuries, in some cases, man’s
behavior is becoming less grotesque.
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