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The Learned Physician as a Charismatic
Healer: Urso of Salerno (Flourished End
of Twelfth Century) on Incantations in

Medicine, Magic, and Religion

MAAIKE VAN DER LUGT

SUMMARY: Urso, the last of the great Salernitan physicians, was both an ardent
defender of a theoretical, scientific medicine and the first in the medieval West to
propose, in his aphorisms, a rational and naturalistic explanation of the healing
power of incantations. The article explores this paradox and provides an in-depth
analysis of Urso’s highly original and hitherto ignored argument, as well as its
intellectual and social background. According to Urso, the efficacy of incantations
relies not on the power of words, but on the charismatic physician’s “aura”—spir-
its emanating from his body—and the patient’s confidence in and conformity
with the physician. Urso compares medical incantations to teaching, fascination,
demonic magic, sacraments, and prayer. It is argued that Urso’s incursions into
theology are both a tactic to defend his bold naturalism against accusations of
unorthodoxy and a reflection of his ambition to create a comprehensive “science
of everything.” Urso’s text and an English translation are provided in an appendix.

KEYWORDS: incantation, fascination, charisma, spirits, medicine, magic, demons,
sacraments, prayer, aphorisms, Salerno

What makes for a good physician? In the later Middle Ages, the short
answer to this timeless question could be expressed in one word: learning.
Skill and bedside manners are certainly useful, but they are not enough.
Or, better put, in order to be successful and respected, physicians must
be learned. They cannot stop short at symptoms, but must know the

Earlier versions of this article were presented at a workshop on medicine and religion
organized by William Maclehose at the Wellcome Institute for the History of Medicine at
UCL in London, and at Caroline Bynum’s seminar at the Institute for Advanced Study in
Princeton. Many thanks to all participants for their helpful remarks. Special thanks go to
the anonymous reviewers and Charles de Miramon for their careful reading of the article
and constructive criticism and to the editors for their help in polishing my English.
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deeper causes of disease; they must base their diagnosis, prognosis, and
treatment on logical reasoning and the Hippocratic, Galenic, and Arabic
heritage. Mastering the authoritative texts implies, in turn, the need for
Latin literacy.

In the medieval West, this ideal of book-learned medicine was first
articulately defended by a group of twelfth-century physicians linked in
one way or another with the town of Salerno in southern Italy.! Calling
themselves no longer simply “healers” (medici), but also “experts in natural
philosophy” (physici), Salernitan physicians claimed scientific status for the
medical art by developing its theoretical dimension. They linked up their
causal models with the theory of the four elements (fire, air, water, earth)
and actively contributed to contemporary cosmological debates. Inscrib-
ing their pharmacology into the physics of the elementary qualities (hot,
cold, wet, dry), they eliminated, like Galen before them,? the recourse
to charms and blessings, effectively separating medicine from magic and
religion.” In their pursuit of a rational and theory-based medicine, Saler-
nitan physicians set the stage for the even more technical and speculative
medicine developed in the universities of Montpellier, Bologna, and Paris
from the middle of the thirteenth century onward.

Short answers, however, are usually oversimplifications. A longer,
more nuanced reply to our initial question would, of course, have to take
into account that learned physicians only ever represented a small elite
among all medieval practitioners. Nor did learned physicians outright
deny the possibility of demonic or divine intervention, but tended only
to limit its scope.* Moreover, even within the literate tradition, the fron-
tiers between medicine, magic, and religion remained far from clear-cut.
There was room, in mainstream medical theory, for marvelous properties
of stones and plants for which the concept of elementary qualities could

1. For an introduction to Salernitan medical tradition and bibliography, see s.v. “Salerno,”
452-53 (Monica Green) and “Medicine, Theoretical,” 336-40 (Faith Wallis), both in Medi-
eval Science, Technology and Medicine: An Encyclopedia, ed. Thomas F. Glick, Steven John
Livesey, and Faith Wallis (London: Routledge, 2005), complemented by La scuola medica
salernitana. Gli autori e i testi, ed. Danielle Jacquart and Agostino Paravicini Bagliani (Flor-
ence: SISMEL, 2007).

2. Galen, De simplicium medicamentorum lemperamentis ac facultatibus, 6, prologue, ed. Kithn,
11, 792. A Latin version of this text circulated already in the early Middle Ages. I have not
been able to consult Nicholas Everett, The Alphabet of Galen: Pharmacy from Antiquity to the
Middle Ages. A Critical Edition of the Latin Text with English Translation and Commentary (Toronto:
University of Toronto Press, 2012).

3. For the blurring of these categories in the early Middle Ages, cf. Peregrine Horden,
“What’s Wrong with Early Medieval Medicine,” Soc. Hist. Med. 24 (2011): 5-25.

4. For an example, cf. Maaike van der Lugt, “The /ncubusin Scholastic Debate: Medicine,
Theology and Popular Belief,” in Religion and Medicine in the Middle Ages, ed. Peter Biller and
Joseph Ziegler (Woodbridge, UK: York Medieval Press/Boydell, 2001), 175-200.
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not account. These powers could be known only by experience and were
attributed to some kind of hidden force or form, magnetic attraction serv-
ing as the paradigmatic example.® While natural marvels were not consid-
ered magical in themselves, the recognition of hidden, yet natural, forces
opened the door to the notion of a magic based solely on the exploitation
of the powers of nature.® As such, medical naturalism could express itself
not as a tendency to dismiss magical or religious healing practices, but
rather as an effort to integrate these practices into learned medicine. The
term “naturalism” must consequently be handled with some caution.”
The multilayeredness of medical naturalism found expression in Urso
of Salerno, who flourished from circa 1160 to circa 1200.% In Urso’s works,
the Salernitan effort to connect medicine to natural philosophy reached
its apogee. At the same time, this last of the great Salernitan masters seems
also to have been the first, in the medieval West, to propose a rational and
naturalistic account of the healing power of incantations, more or less
in accordance with the basic tenets of medicine and natural philosophy.
Urso discussed incantations in one of his aphorisms and developed his
argument in the lengthy commentary he later composed on this collection
of 109 encapsulations of medical and philosophical doctrine (the text of
this aphorism and the gloss, as well as an English translation are provided
in Appendix 2).° Urso’s views on incantation, which have gone largely

5. See Nicolas Weill-Parot, Points aveugles de la nature: La rationalité scientifique médiévale
face a Uocculte, Uattraction magnétique et Uhorreur du vide (XIII-miliew du XV* siecle) (Paris: Les
Belles Lettres, 2013).

6. See Jean-Patrice Boudet, Intre science et nigromance: Astrologie, divination et magie dans
UOccident médiéval (XIle—XVe siecle) (Paris: Presses de la Sorbonne, 2006), chap. 3; Nicolas
Weill-Parot, Les “images astrologiques” aw Moyen Age et a la Renaissance: Spéculations intellectuelles
et pratiques magiques (XIle-XVe siécle) (Paris: Champion, 2002); Richard Kieckhefer, Magic in
the Middle Ages (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989), 8-17.

7. All causes deemed natural did not have the same status, and medieval authors did not
always agree on what kinds of causes counted as natural. Astral influences are an important
case in point, as are the powers of demons, which gradually came to be considered as analo-
gous to and restricted by the powers of nature. On some of these issues, see Iréne Rosier-
Catach, “Le pouvoir des mots: Remarques sur la notion de causalité naturelle,” Revue de
synthese 129 (2008): 611-16, and Maaike van der Lugt, Le ver; le démon et la vierge: Les théories
médiévales de la génération extraordinaire (Paris: Les Belles Lettres, 2004).

8. Traditionally, Urso’s death is dated to 1225, but Wolfgang Stiirner has shown that
1200 is more likely. For the scant information on Urso’s biography, the best accounts are
Stiirner, Urso von Salerno: De commixtionibus elementorum libellus (Stuttgart: E. Klett, 1976), 7-9,
and Thomas Ricklin, “Conceptions of Time in Twelfth Century Salernitan Medicine,” in
The Medieval Concept of Time: The Scholastic Debate and Its Reception in Early Modern Philosophy,
ed. Pasquale Porro (Leiden: Brill, 2001), 437-58, 451-52. See also Faith Wallis, s.v. “Urso
of Calabria,” in Medieval Science (n. 1), 499-500 for a bibliography and list of editions of
Urso’s works.

9. For a list of manuscripts and information about the edition by Rudolf Creutz, hence-
forth cited as Urso, Aphorismi (Creutz), see Appendix 1.
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unnoticed by historians,'” center on the idea that their efficacy rests not on
some intrinsic power of words but on the physician’s trustworthiness and
physical presence, as well as the confidence, trust, and hope of recovery
he inspires in his patient. According to Urso, being a good physician is
a matter not of just knowledge and expertise, but also charisma, of hav-
ing a good “aura.” It is this paradox that I explore further in this article.

Interestingly, Urso starts out his argument with a description of reli-
gious forms of efficacious language, such as sacramental formulas, exor-
cisms, benedictions, maledictions, and prayers, as well as demonic incan-
tations. The efficacy of these other forms of ritual language depends, so
Urso claims, like that of medical incantation, on both the speaker and
the beneficiary or target. Explicit references to religion, theology, and
demonology repeatedly crop up in other parts of the aphorisms com-
mentary as well.

The meaning of these incursions into theology is one of the focal
points of this study. What do they tell us about Urso’s training and milieu,
his vision of nature, and ideas about the relationship between theology
and sciencer'" At the time of Urso’s writing, theologians were intensively
discussing the nature of the sacraments and other religious rituals. The
implications of these debates for Urso, whether or not he was fully aware
of all the details, are crucial for understanding his argument. Another
important question concerns Urso’s motivation for inserting an apho-
rism about incantations, given their near absence in Salernitan medical

10. In his remarkable edition of a collection of questions and answers on medicine
and science written ca. 1200, Brian Lawn did, however, correctly identify Urso’s gloss to
aphorism 39 as the source of a question about fascination: The Prose Salernitan Questions: An
Anonymous Collection Dealing with Science and Medicine Written by an Englishman ¢ 1200, with
an Appendix of Ten Related Collections (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1979), B 179 (98).
Béatrice Delaurenti briefly analyzes this Salernitan question, but does not follow up Lawn’s
lead in her otherwise valuable and detailed studies of incantation and fascination, La puis-
sance des mots. Virtus verborum: Débats doctrinaux sur le pouvoir des incantations au Moyen Age
(Paris: Cerf, 2007); Delaurenti, “La fascination et I’action a distance: questions médiévales
(1230-1370),” Médiévales 50 (2006): 137-54. Barbara Raczynka, “Filozoficzna teoria cztowieka
w glownych traktatach salernitanskich (Aforismi cum glosulis Ursonis Salernitani; Quaestiones
Nicolai Peripatetici),” Acta mediaevalia (Lublin) 11 (1997): 1-137, 94-95, paraphrases apho-
rism 39 in passing. Michael McVaugh'’s perceptive “Incantationes in Late Medieval Surgery,”
in Ratio et superstitio: Essays in Honor of Graziella Federici Vescovini, ed. Giancarlo Marchetti,
Orsola Rignani, and Valeria Sorge (Louvain-la-Neuve: Fédération Internationale des Insti-
tuts d’Etudes Médiévales, 2003), 319-46, and Lea Olsan’s “Charms and Prayers in Medieval
Medical Theory and Practice,” Soc. Hist. Med. 16 (2003): 343-66 concentrate on the period
after 1200 and do not mention Urso.

11. The relationship between medicine and religion has in recent years been the object
of growing interest among medievalists, such as Joseph Ziegler.
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sources. There was no textual imperative to do so, no authority that would
have been difficult to ignore. To answer these questions, we must first
study Urso’s theory of natural incantation in more detail.

Audacious Urso’s Aphorisms

In Urso’s lifetime, Salerno was still the hotspot for medical learning in
the West, a position it would lose after the sack of the city in 1194. The
town had been known for the skill of its physicians as far back as the ninth
century, and it was here that medieval medicine developed, in the twelfth
century, into a theory-based body of knowledge, with a formalized meth-
odology. It was in Salerno that physicians started to read and comment
on the growing corpus of Greek and Arabic medical texts, many of which
had been translated into Latin in the late eleventh century by Constantine
the African, a monk at nearby Monte Cassino. Among the medical writ-
ings studied in Salerno were the Pantegni, Constantine’s adaptation of a
voluminous Arabic medical encyclopedia by ‘Ali ibn al’ Abbas al Majtsi
(known in the West as Haly Abbas), and the much more concise Isagoge,
Constantine’s version of an Arabic introduction by Hunayn ibn Ishaq
(known as Johannitius) to Galen’s more complicated 7Tegni. Both the
Isagoge and the Tegni were part of a body of short introductory texts put
together at Salerno that would serve as the basis of medical instruction
until the end of the Middle Ages. Later known as the Articella, this cluster
also comprised Hippocrates’s Aphorisms and Prognostics, as well as a treatise
on Urine by Theophilus and one on Pulse by Philaretus.'?

Urso, however, did not want to be a mere commentator. Unlike his
predecessors and colleagues, he left no commentaries on the Articella. All
his works are free-standing treatises, the most important of which are his
own aphorisms accompanied by his own glosses, and a highly technical
treatise on mixtures, the De commixtionibus elementorum libellus."®

In both works, Urso self-confidently boasts of his sharp intellect (inge-
nium), while claiming the need for discovery (inventio). The “ancient
founders of medicine and natural philosophy have not uncovered every-
thing,” he maintains in the prologue to the aphorisms glosses. Whether
these unfortunate gaps stemmed from “negligence, ignorance, or from

12. On the Articella, cf. Cornelius O’Boyle, The Art of Medicine: Medical Teaching at the
University of Paris, 1250-1400 (Leiden: Brill, 1998), chap. 3.

13. Urso lists his works in the prologue to the De commixtionibus. The list includes the
aphorisms, but not the glosses. The latter, in turn, cite the De commixtionibus and are his last
known work. For Urso’s other works and editions, cf. Starner, Urso von Salerno (n. 8), 9-12,
14, 225; Wallis, “Urso” (n. 8), 500.
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the daunting magnitude of the task” Urso finds difficult to determine.
Urged by his students, he decided, however, to rise to the challenge to
come up with a comprehensive doctrine. Since the brevity of the apho-
risms had left many readers baffled, he decided to write his own commen-
tary on them." As such, Audacious Urso, as he called himself in the De com-
mixtionibus,"” staged himself as a new Hippocrates and Galen combined.

Both the treatise on mixtures and the aphorisms indeed far extend
beyond the traditional domain of medicine. A large part of the De com-
mixtionibus is concerned with calculating systematically the number of
mixtures, in order to bolster Urso’s claim that all natural phenomena—
but especially biological rhythms and cycles—can be explained by the
interaction of elementary qualities.'® However, despite its originality and
scope, the De commixtionibus is part of the Salernitan project of connecting
medicine to physics. It contains no obvious references to religion or magic.

The aim of the aphorisms is, as Urso states in the prologue, to dem-
onstrate the links between causes and effects and understand the nature
of things (de naturis rerum). Hippocrates’s Aphorisms lacked a clear plan,
but Urso insists that his collection corresponds to the structure of nature
itself, which he compares to a house. The aphorisms move, so Urso tells
his reader, from general statements that constitute the foundation and
the walls of the house, to more specific and particular ones that form the
roof."” The very first aphorism, however, is “theological” (theologicus) and
acknowledges God’s power to work wonders.'®

14. Urso, Aphorismi, prologue (Creutz, 18): “Cum physicalis scientiae inventores, aut neg-
ligentia taediosi aut ignorantia obfuscati, aut mole profundae materiei oppressi de rerum
naturalis indagandis nullam plenam successoribus reliquerunt doctrinam, idcirco inveniendi
fretus ingenio, et rationum fulcitus caterva, necnon et sociorum precibus et caritate devic-
tus, de Dei confidens auxilio, de naturis rerum hunc libellum edidi necessarium.” On the
prologue and Urso’s ideas about inventio, see Danielle Jacquart, “L’écriture par excellence
du texte médical: Les aphorismes,” in Lécriture du texte scientifique: Des origines de la langue
frangaise au XVIIle siecle, ed. Claude Thomasset (Paris: Presses de I'université Paris Sorbonne,
2006): 133-40, 135-38. Cf. also Maaike van der Lugt, “Chronobiologie, combinatoire et
conjonctions élémentaires dans le De commixtionibus elementorum d’Urso de Salerne (fin
XllIe siecle),” Micrologus 19 (2011): 277-324, 296-97. On the limited place for novelty and
progress in medieval medicine, see Chiara Crisciani’s classic essay, “History, Novelty, and
Progress in Scholastic Medicine,” Osiris, 2nd ser. 6 (1990): 118-39.

15. Urso, De commixtionibus elementorum libellus, prologue, ed. Stirner, Urso von Salerno
(n. 8), 38: “Ursus audax.”

16. Edition by Stiirner, Urso von Salerno (n. 8). See also van der Lugt, “Chronobiologie”
(n. 14).

17. Urso, Aphorismi, prologue (Creutz, 18-19). See Jacquart, “L’écriture par excellence”
(n. 14) for a more detailed analysis.

18. See infra, 330.
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If the announced transition from general to particular aphorisms is
not self-evident, the subjects treated are, indeed, extremely varied. They
include the speed of growth, generation, and decay in different kinds of
organisms (36); the cause of birth defects (31); the power of attraction
and repulsion (26); the cause of color (58); and the influence of the stars
on the sublunar world (32). The aphorisms also touch on sense percep-
tion and the body/soul nexus (38 on vision, 24-25 on the imagination, 41
on dreams). Aphorism 39 on incantation falls partly into this latter group.

Several glosses appeal to the theory of mixtures and the elements
developed in the De commixtionibus. However, in the aphorisms Urso also
insists on the humors and, especially, on the circulation and diffusion of
spirits. Aphorism 39 is an important case in point. Before turning to this
aphorism, a word about Urso’s concept of spirit may be helpful, because
spiritus is a highly polysemous term. In medieval texts it could stand for
the likeness of God in humankind, the Holy Spirit, the world soul, demons
and angels, the human mind, intelligence, imagination, or sentiments, but
also, more prosaically, for a breeze or wind, or air inhaled and exhaled.
Urso, for his part, uses spiritus in a technical, medical sense. In Galenic
medicine, spirits are invisible yet material substances of a subtle and rar-
efied nature, rather like a hot vapor. Flowing throughout the body, they
ensure all the human life functions, from digestion, growth, and genera-
tion, heartbeat, pulse, respiration, and the emotions, to movement, sense
perception, imagination, reason, and memory."” In Galen’s own work,
references to spirits are, however, still sporadic and dispersed; the sys-
tematization of his pneumatology and the increased importance of spirits
in physiology is of Arabic origin.* Urso is heir to this Arabic pneumatic
physiology and uses the concept of medical spirits to construct his notion
of the physician’s healing aura.

The Aura of the Good-Natured Physician

Urso starts out his aphorism 39 by stating that incantations are efficacious
“by themselves” (ex se) (1. 3, text; 1. I, translation). Clarifying this claim
in the gloss, he compares their power to that of “stones and things born
from the earth.” However, Urso hastens to establish a crucial difference
between the natural and autonomous powers of plants, gems, or metals,

19. Cf. James . Bono, “Medical Spirits and the Medieval Language of Life,” Traditio 40
(1984): 91-130; Nancy Caciola, Discerning Spirits: Divine and Demonic Possession in the Middle
Ages (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 2003), 179-80. See also infra.

20. Cf. Danielle Jacquart, “Les antécédents gréco-latins de 1’Isagoge lohannitii,” 1994,
reprinted in La science médicale occidentale entre deux Renaissances (Aldershot, UK: Variorum,

1997), 1L
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and those of “intently pronounced words.” The efficacy of incantations
does not depend on some intrinsic power of the words themselves. It is
not automatic; incantations do not always work. Nevertheless, when the
physician pronounces a charm while administering a drug, the incanta-
tion can sometimes be efficacious and enhance the power of the medicine
(1. 8-15; 10-19). If the charm works, it is thanks to the “confidence and
merit” of the actor and the subject, the enchanter and the enchanted
(I 1-2, 20-22; 1-5, 24-28).

For Urso, the natural power of incantations is a side effect of speech.
In the act of speaking, the healer exhales pure spirits, which purify the
air between himself and the patient. The purified air is inhaled by the
patient, leading to the purification of his own spirits, or the production of
new, purer, spirits. The circulation of these pure spirits inside the patient’s
body leads to a purification of his humors and organs, causing his condi-
tion to improve. Alternatively, the purified spirits strengthen the patient’s
body so much that it is able to expel harmful substances, leading to full
restoration of health (1. 73-84; 87-102).

The physician’s capacity to clean the air and set into motion this virtu-
ous cycle depends on the condition of his own body. If he is made from
bad matter, and if his humors and spirits are corrupt, the physician will
exhale bad spirits, infect the air, and only make matters worse. By caus-
ing a snowball effect of corruption—from the spirits, to the humors, and
finally to the members—he may even kill his patient (1. 106-14; 128-39).
Urso establishes a parallel between the physician and the teacher. If the
latter exhales clean spirits, these will purify the student’s spirits, allowing
him to assimilate the teaching, since spirits are instruments of both soul
and body (1. 85-91; 103-11). On the other hand, if the student’s mind
is obfuscated by bad spirits exhaled by his teacher, he will be unable to
understand or retain anything. Urso compares such pernicious influence
to the power of fascination over fawns and lambs, to the bites and stings
of poisonous animals, and the transmission of leprosy and scabies by
extended contact with the sick (1. 119-30; 144-69).

When meeting a leper, healthy people are instinctively swept with hor-
ror and revulsion, a natural reaction in anyone confronted with someone
or something very dissimilar in spirit and body from oneself. Conversely,
the incantation will be most beneficial if there is a conformity between
the spirits of the physician and his patient. This spiritual harmony is not
necessarily a given; it can also be a second nature. Such acquired confor-
mity also explains the unbreakable bond between husband and wife after
long years of marriage, or the love for one’s home country. By breathing
the local air and eating the local food, one becomes completely attuned
to one’s surroundings. Traveling can weaken health to the point where
the only remedy is to return home. Conformity can, according to Urso,
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be manifest or hidden, as in the case of the attraction of a handsome man
for an ugly woman (1. 92-105; 112-27). Urso presents the conformity
between physician and patient both as the precondition of the efficacy of
the incantation and as its result. The spirits of the object of the incantation
are gradually assimilated to those exhaled by the physician. Charismatic
healing appears, as such, as a dynamic process, a virtuous cycle.

The state of mind of the patient, however, also contributes to the
success of the incantation. It does so not by purifying the spirits but by
ensuring sufficient spirit supply and its unobstructed flow throughout the
body. Fear of death constricts the heart, while a positive mood and hope
of recovery make the heart expand, provoking the circulation of large
quantities of well-aired spirit; the spirits invigorate the bodily faculties and
can lead it to a perfect crisis (1. 3-6, 145-53; 5-9, 177-88).

At the same time, the patient’s mental state can alleviate pain by
influencing the direction of the flow of the spirits. If the patient trusts his
physician and concentrates on his comforting words, rather than on his
illness, his spirits will be called away from the diseased member, toward
the brain, leading him to forget his pain. The same mechanism explains
the insensitivity to pain of the martyrs and their ability to resist torture,
as well as the fact that those in battle who think intently of victory do not
feel their injuries.

Itis thus of great importance that the physician create a climate of trust.
The soothing tone in which he speaks and the content of his words (the
promise of health) contribute to his success. He must not reveal the serious-
ness of the disease to his patient, because if the patient is shaken by fear, the
spirits can easily be obstructed, precipitating death (1. 153-80; 189-222).

Inspiration and Invention

Urso rarely cites his sources, so we cannot determine if his work was driven
by intellectual or practical concern or both. When reading his striking
remarks on homesickness and the love of one’s homeland, topics not
usually addressed in medical treatises, it is difficult not to wonder if he
speaks from personal experience. We know little about his biography,
but contemporaries like Gilles of Corbeil had traveled far from home to
Salerno. Whatever the impulse, Urso’s account of homesickness is clearly
based upon Hippocratic and Galenic thinking about the influence of
climate and diet upon the body. The Hippocratic text Airs, Waters, Places,
which was available in Latin translation in Urso’s time, demonstrated
how climate and geography shaped physical and cultural differences. Air,
food, drink, and other such variables had become systematized in Arabic
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medicine into a list of “non-natural things.”?" Air, for example, keeps the
body alive by replenishing spirits and innate heat through respiration.*
Since the non-naturals also maintain the body’s complexion, or balanced
proportion of elementary qualities, a change in diet or environment can
throw the body off balance, and thus travel can be a health hazard, and
homesickness have a physical basis.*

The question of inspiration becomes even more complex if we turn
to incantations. About the act itself Urso says no more than that “some
people sometimes simulate an incantation while administering the drug”
(1. 11-13; 14-15). The association of incantation and medication is also
hinted at in the aphorism itself (1. 2-3; I-2). However, in the rest of the
discussion the medicine is not mentioned, and attention shifts to the
incantation itself, or rather, the act of speaking. Urso says nothing about
the incantatory formula and does not spell out the conditions for which
he considered incantations to be necessary or whether he thought of
them as fairly routine or only to be tried in complex or desperate cases.

One piece of background to Urso’s account of the clinical use of
charms can, perhaps, be found in Salernitan masters’ commentaries on
Hippocrates’s aphorisms. Salernitan masters suggested that the ancient
Methodists had used incantations.** The anonymous “Digby commen-

21. On the non-naturals, see the introduction by Dianne Bazell to Arnau of Villanova’s
De esu carnium, AVOMO, 11 (Barcelona: Publicacions de la Universitat de Barcelona, 1999),
156 and references. On regimen, see Pedro Gil-Sotres, introduction to Arnau of Villanova,
Regimen sanitatis ad regem Aragonum, AVOMO, 10.1 (Barcelona: Publicacions de la Univer-
sitat de Barcelona, 1996).

22. Cf. Urso, Aphorismi, ad 10 (Creutz, 32). For the idea that the air replenishes spirits,
cf. Costa ben Luca, infra.

23. For complexion, see Nancy Siraisi, Medieval and Early Renaissance Medicine: An Introduc-
tion to Knowledge and Practice (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1990), 101-4; Danielle
Jacquart, “De crasisa complexio: Note sur le vocabulaire du tempérament en latin médiéval”
in Mémoires V. Textes médicaux latins antiques, ed. Guy Sabbah (Saint-Etienne: Université de
Saint-Etienne, 1984), 71-76, reprinted in La science médicale occidentale (n. 20), VI. In the
gloss to aphorism 10 (Creutz, 82), Urso states that people from the south die sooner if
they move to the north, and conversely. Avicenna’s Canon (1.3.5.2-8, Venice, 1507, reprint,
fols. 66r—67v) contains several special regimens for travelers, according to the climate of
the region of transit or destination. Urso’s work does not betray knowledge of the Canon,
but ideas about travel hygiene may well be contained in sources available at Salerno, even
though I have not found travel regimens in either the Pantegni or the Viaticum (Constantine’s
adaptation of a small medical handbook by the tenth-century Arabic physician Ibn al-Jazzar
and paradoxically intended as a self-help book for travelers without access to medical care).
On travel regimen, see Gil-Sotres, introduction (n. 21), 851-61.

24. As pointed out by Brigitte Maire, magical practices are quite incompatible with Meth-
odism; cf. “Le triangle méthodique: Soranos, Caelius Aurelianus et Mustio,” in Rationnel
et irrationnel dans la médecine ancienne et médiévale: Aspects historiques, scientifiques et culturels,
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tator” and the master known as Archimattheus used the association to
discredit Methodism and exalt the rational tradition of Hippocrates in
which they inscribed themselves, while Bartholomew of Salerno coun-
tered that Galen never mentioned incantations when he talked about the
Methodists. According to Bartholomew, the root of the name of the sect
is “method,” teaching or rule, rather than methoys, charm, as his prede-
cessors had claimed. His point is not to endorse the use of incantations,
but Urso may have read Bartholomew’s argument as a portrait of learned
practitioners who used charms in their practice, and as a justification of
the integration of incantations into rational medicine.

Actual charms and blessings are very rare in the texts that constitute
the basis of Salernitan learning. In the Pantegni, the only incantations are
for epilepsy,® a mysterious disease often associated with the demonic and
the divine.? The first of these is diagnostic as well as curative and supposes
a distinction between the idea that epilepsy is a natural disease like any
other (a claim that goes back, ultimately, to the Hippocratic treatise On
Sacred Disease), and the recognition of the reality of demonic possession.
It involves speaking in the patient’s ear and summoning the demon to
leave. If the patient appears to be dead for an hour, and then awakens, he
was possessed by a demon (lunaticus vel demoniacus), but if he falls to the
ground (implying that the charm has not worked) he is a true epileptic
(epilepticus) and must be treated with natural remedies. These include
washing with salty water and other mundane dietary advice, but also
suspending a peony, the hair of a white dog, or different kinds of stones
around the neck of the patient. The peony amulet goes back to Galen,
who, although virulently opposed to incantations, allowed, in some cases,
for the suspension of medicinal substances.?’

The second incantation is useful for epileptics and the possessed alike.
Itis clearly an addition by Constantine to the original Arabic text, because
it refers to a Christian feast of the Roman Church. It involves taking the
afflicted person to church, and having a priest or monk write down a

ed. Nicoletta Palmieri (Saint-Etienne: Publications de 'université de Saint-Etienne, 2003),
215-30, 220. The Salernitans’ source may have been a lapidary statement in Isidore of
Seville, Etymologiae, IV, 4, ed. W. M. Lindsay (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1911): “Prima
Methodica inventa est ab Apolline, quae remedia sectatur et carmina.” Manuela Tecusan, The
Fragments of the Methodists: Methodism Outside Soranos (Leiden: Brill, 2004), 594-95, translates
carmina as “music,” but for a medieval reader the term could also mean “charm.”

25. Constantine the African, Pantegni, practica, 5, 17, ed. Lyons (1515), fol. 99r.

26. Cf. Owsei Temkin, The Falling Sickness: A History of Epilepsy from the Greeks to the Begin-
nings of Modern Neurology (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1945).

27. Galen, De simplicium medicamentorum, V1, 3, 10 (Kithn), 11, 859-60.
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passage from the Gospel, presumably to be used as an amulet. In this case,
however, the words are written, rather than spoken.?® Amulets with char-
acters, words, and phrases written on them also occur in Constantine’s
chapter on impotence (another affliction often associated with magic),
both as a cause and a remedy.*

The incantations in the Pantegni do not bear much resemblance to
Urso’s description, however vague, which seems closer to the incantations
commonly found in less learned Latin and vernacular remedy collec-
tions.* Pagan prayers to personified herbs still circulated in Urso’s time,
and some of these had to be said while administering the herb to the
patient (rather than while gathering it, a practice Galen had vilified).”!
As a Christian doctor, Urso was, however, more likely thinking of charms
involving prayers to God or the invocation of saints to bless the medicine
or help the patient. Benedictions of medicines, invocations, and adjura-
tions accompanying their administration, often associated with the sign
of the cross or other gestures, and borrowing the form and vocabulary of
the liturgy of prayer and exorcism, are very common in “middle brow”
receptaries;* they can also be found in liturgical texts,* a sign of their
multivalent nature.

Did Urso or his colleagues, despite the near absence of incantations
in “high” medicine, have recourse to charms and blessings? And if they
can, indeed, be identified with the quidam of Urso’s gloss, could it be
that they were using incantations to cater to their patients’ demands or
expectations and ward off competition? The Salernitan masters were far
from the only health care option in twelfth-century Salerno. There is evi-
dence of many other healers, male and female alike, with varying levels
of learning; some pure empirics, others, like the famous Trota, almost as

28. For more detail and references, cf. Delaurenti, La puissance des mots (n. 10), 80-81.

29. Cf. Catherine Rider, Magic and Impotence in the Middle Ages (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2006), chap. 3 and Appendix 1.

30. On charms, incantations, and prayers to heal or protect from harm as a genre, cf.
Edina Bozoky, Charmes et prieres apotropaiques (Turnhout, Belgium: Brepols, 2003); Kieckhe-
fer, Magic (n. 6), 69-75.

31. Examples of both are in medieval manuscripts of the Herbal by ps-Apuleius; cf.
Bozoky, Charmes (n. 30), 91-92 and n. 10. Other prayers address all plants and the earth
indiscriminately; cf. John I. McEnerney, “Precatio terrae and precatio omnium herbarum,”
Rheinisches Museum 126 (1983): 175-87.

32. Cf. Bozéky, Charmes (n. 30), 78-82, 98-103.

33. Ernest Wickersheimer, “Benediction des remédes au Moyen Age,” Lychnos 14 (1952):
96101 for examples. For healing rituals sanctioned by the Church, cf. Adolph Franz, Die
kirchlichen Benediktionen im Mittelalter (Freiburg im Breisgau: Herder, 1900).
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lettered as the masters.* We know little about the practice of these men
and women, especially the more hands-on among them, but if the recep-
taries mentioned above are something to go by, it seems fair to surmise
that at least some of these Salernitan healers used charms and blessings.

However, instead of seeing Urso’s efforts at integrating incantations
into high medicine primarily as a response to the forces of the Salernitan
medical marketplace, we can also read his aphorism in light of the rise of
anew, learned, natural, magic. Until the twelfth century, medieval magic
had, like medicine, been an aggregate of definitions, recipes, rituals, and
practices, devoid of a theoretical underpinning and without much of a
unifying structure or identity. Under the influence of new magical texts,
translated from the Greek, and, especially, the Arabic, magic developed,
during the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, into something of an orga-
nized field, with a certain claim to scientific status.®

The notion that incantations cause a psychosomatic response has a
clear parallel in a treatise on medical talismans by Costa ben Luca, a
Melkite physician and translator from Greek to Arabic who worked in
Bagdad in the ninth and early tenth centuries. Probably translated from
Arabic into Latin by Constantine the African, and certainly available in
Urso’s time, the De physicis ligaturis describes all kinds of incantations and
suspensions around the neck. Costa attributes their use to the Indians
and proposes a theoretical justification for their efficacy. Like the lode-
stone, some gems and certain animal and mineral substances contain a
hidden property that can be established only by experience. Other rem-
edies have no inherent powers, but can be effective if the patient believes
in his physician’s competence and in the efficacy of the treatment.”® To
ba