
	

	 	

Programme	and	
Abstracts	

Translating	Medicine	in	
the	Pre-Modern	World		

7-8	July	2017		



	 2	

Overview	

Understandings	of	the	human	body,	and	of	diseases	and	their	cure,	are	shaped	and	informed	by	a	
range	of	religious,	cultural,	environmental	and	intellectual	factors.	Medical	theories,	practices	and	
materials,	therefore,	rarely	cross	over	linguistic,	cultural	or	other	boundaries	
unchanged.	Communicating	the	concepts	underpinning	a	medical	theory	in	a	new	linguistic	and	
cultural	space	means	not	only	translating	these	ideas	into	a	new	language,	but	also	explaining	them	
so	that	they	make	sense	within	existing	local	systems	of	medical	belief.	

Materials—including	drugs,	amulets,	and	surgical	tools—can	also	change	as	they	cross	cultural	
boundaries:	varied	and	changing	beliefs	about	their	meaning,	proper	use	and	their	effectiveness	
cause	them	to	be	reimagined	and	reused	in	a	range	of	new	situations.	As	a	result,	complex	systems	
of	translation	have	developed	to	enable	the	flow	of	knowledge	about	the	human	body	across	the	
global	world.	

What	kinds	of	knowledge	easily	crossed	linguistic	and	geographical	borders?	What	were	the	points	
of	resistance	and	tension?	How	did	epistemic,	social,	political	and	economic	structures	impact	upon	
“translation”?	How	did	our	historical	actors	“translate”	embodied	knowledge	and	hands-on	
practices?	What	roles	did	visual	images	and	material	objects	play	in	the	transfer	and	appropriation	
of	health-related	knowledge?	

Translating	Medicine	in	the	Pre-Modern	World,	a	new	multi-site	collaborative	project,	aims	to	
investigate	and	interrogate	these	questions	by	bringing	together	scholars	with	specialisms	in	the	
histories	of	scientific	and	medical	exchange	across	the	world	c.	1350–1800.	

This	conference	was	made	possible	through	the	generous	support	of		

The	University	of	York		
Royal	Holloway	Centre	for	the	Study	of	the	Body	and	Material	Culture	
The	Wellcome	Library		
The	Society	for	the	Social	History	of	Medicine		
The	Max	Planck	Institute	for	the	History	of	Science,	Berlin	
The	University	of	Cambridge	CRASSH	
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Programme	
	

Friday,	7	July	2017		
Mendel	2	Room,	Gibbs	Building,	Wellcome	Trust,	215	Euston	Road	
	
9:15	 	 Registration,	Reception	@Gibbs	Building,	Wellcome	Trust	
	
9:30-10:00	 Coffee	and	Welcome	
	 	 Tara	Alberts,	Sietske	Fransen,	and	Elaine	Leong	
	
10:00-11:30	 Exotic	Medicinal	Plants	in	16th-century	Europe:	Text,	Image,	

Object	
	 Florike	Egmond	(University	of	Leiden)	
	
	 Title	TBC	
	 Alexandra	Cook	(University	of	Hong	Kong)	
	
11:30-11:45		 Coffee	
	
11:45-13:00	 “Use	Me	for	Your	Trials!”:	Rihei’s	Mother,	Hanaoka	Seishū,	and	

the	Patient	in	Translation	
	 Hansun	Hsiung	(MPIWG,	Berlin)	
	
	 Translating	Anatomy	Across	Media	
	 Sietske	Fransen	(University	of	Cambridge)	
	
13:00-14:00		 Lunch	
	
14:00-15.30		 “Where	there’s	Smoke,	There’s	Fire”:	Tropical	Phantasms	and	

Technologies	of	Tobacco	
	 Ben	Breen	(UC	Santa	Cruz)	
	
	 Translation:	Changing	Knowledge	of	Medicinal	Plants	in	the	

Early	French	Empire,	1670-1730	
	 Emma	Spary	(University	of	Cambridge)	
	
15:30-16:00	 Coffee	
	
16:00-17:30	 Celebrating	Foreignness:	Narrating	the	Origins	of	Medicine	in	

the	Hebrew	Book	of	Asaf	
	 Ronit	Yoeli-Tlalim	(Goldsmiths)	
	
	 A	Late	Seventeenth-Century	Turkish	Translation	of	Ibn	al-

Baitar’s	Pharmacipeia	
	 B.	Harun	Küçük	(University	of	Pennsylvania)	
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18:00-19:30	 Double	Book	Presentation	and	Wine	Reception	at	Senate	House,	
Room	SH261,	University	of	London,	Malet	Street,	WC1E	7HU	

	
Sandra	Cavallo	and	Tessa	Storey	(eds),	Conserving	Health	in	Early	
Modern	Culture.	Bodies	and	Environments	in	Italy	and	England	
(MUP	2017).	Introduced	by	Alex	Bamji.	
	
Lucia	Dacome,	Malleable	Anatomies:	Models,	Makers,	and	Material	
Culture	in	Eigthteenth-Century	Italy	(OUP	2017).	Introduced	by	
Anna	Maerker	

	
20:00	 Dinner	(for	speakers	and	chairs)	
	
	
Saturday,	8	July	2017		
Viewing	Room,	Wellcome	Library,	183	Euston	Road	
	
09:45	 	 Coffee	
	
10:00-12:00	 Between	the	Classical	and	the	Vernacular:	China	Jesuits’	

Translation	of	Medicinal	Plant	Names	(17th-18th	century)	
	 Huiyi	Wu	(Needham	Research	Institute/EHESS)	
	
	 Translating,	Printing	and	Reading	The	Art	of	Distillation	
	 Elaine	Leong	(MPIWG,	Berlin)	
	
	 Philippine	Medicinal	Flora	Lost	and	Found	in	Translation	
	 Sebestian	Kroupa	(University	of	Cambridge)	
	
12:00-13:00	 Lunch	
	
13:00-13:30	 Presentation	of	rare	materials	in	the	Viewing	Room	
	
13:30-15:30	 Translating	Techniques	of	Alchemy	and	Surgery	between	

Europe	and	Southeast	Asia	
	 Tara	Alberts	(University	of	York)	
	 	

Latin	is	Not	Enough:	Francisco	Hernández’s	Attempts	to	
Understand	and	Transmit	Medicinal	Knowledge	from	the	New	
World	to	the	Old	

	 Samir	Boumediene	(CNRS,	Lyon)	
	
	 Porous	Borderlands:	Quarantine	Stations	as	Sites	of	

Translation	
	 Lucia	Dacome	(University	of	Toronto)	
	
15:30-15:45		 Coffee	
	
15:45-17:00	 Concluding	Roundtable	



	 5	

Abstracts	
	

Friday,	7	July	2017	
	
	
10:00-11:30	 	
Exotic	Medicinal	Plants	in	16th-century	Europe:	Text,	Image,	Object	
Florike	Egmond	(University	of	Leiden)	
	 	
In	spite	of	the	increasing	prominence	of	Paracelsian	medicine,	plants	and	their	
products	continued	to	form	the	principal	ingredients	of	most	medicinal	drugs	in	early	
modern	Europe.	My	paper	deals	with	plants	and	European	plant	knowledge	in	the	
long	16th	century	(c.	1490-1620).	This	was	a	period	in	which	Europeans	were	
becoming	increasingly	aware	of	exotic	naturalia	and	non-European	materia	medica,	
which	arrived	in	Europe	in	the	shape	of	objects	(plants	or	plant	products),	as	visual	
representations,	or	in	the	form	of	written	information.	

How	did	European	naturalists-physicians	try	to	deal	with	medicinal	plants	
that	crossed	geographical,	cultural,	scientific/medical	and	linguistic	boundaries,	and	
about	whose	identity	and	effects	the	available	information	was	often	fragmentary?	
What	can	early	modern	European	collections	of	naturalia	drawings	and	of	dried	
plants	(herbaria)	tell	us	about	their	incorporation/reception/integration	into	
European	plant	knowledge,	and	which	terminology	should	we	use	to	describe	and	
analyse	this	process?	How	did	these	exotic	naturalia	fit	into	European	models	of	
description	and	representation,	and	did	they	influence	European	notions	of	the	
order	of	nature?	I	will	especially	focus	on	visual	sources,	e.g.	painted	herbals	and	
herbariums	with	dried	plants.		
	
	
Title	TBC,		Alexandra	Cook	(University	of	Hong	Kong)	
	
11:30-11:45		 Coffee	
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11:45-13:00	 	
“Use	Me	for	Your	Trials!”:	Rihei’s	Mother,	Hanaoka	Seishū,	and	the	Patient	
in	Translation	Hansun	Hsiung	(MPIWG,	Berlin)	

In	the	tenth	month	of	1804,	the	mother	of	Rihei,	a	local	dyer	from	the	village	
of	Gojō,	Japan,	travelled	days	west	for	a	consultation	with	Hanaoka	Seishū	(1760-
1835).	Reputation	had	it	that	Seishū	had	mastered	Dutch	surgical	techniques	for	the	
extraction	of	tumours,	and	was	now	on	the	quest	for	a	mythical	Chinese	anaesthetic,	
mafeisan,	that	would	enable	him	to	perform	more	invasive	operations.	Seishū’s	
search	for	mafeisan	had	already	resulted	in	the	blinding	of	his	own	wife,	on	whom	
he	had	tested	various	failed	formulae.	Rihei’s	mother,	however,	remained	
undeterred.	She	complained	of	a	hardness	in	her	breast	—	an	affliction	which	she,	at	
the	age	of	sixty,	had	already	seen	devastate	both	her	sisters.	"Use	me	for	your	
trials!"	she	implored	–	or	so,	at	least,	reported	Seishū	in	his	record	of	their	
encounter.	What	resulted	was	a	now-celebrated	moment	in	the	history	of	medicine:	
the	first	successful,	reliably-documented	use	of	general	anaesthesia	for	surgery.	
Beginning	with	the	example	of	Rihei’s	mother	and	Seishū,	my	presentation	examines	
the	question	of	how	patients	in	Tokugawa	Japan	were	forged	through	translation.		

This	examination	occurs	at	four	overlapping	levels.	First,	and	most	broadly,	I	
am	concerned	with	the	translation	between	Chinese,	Dutch,	and	Japanese	of	
attitudes	that	defined	the	ethical	relationship	between	practitioner	and	patient:	
Seishū	relied	heavily	on	a	Dutch	adaptation	of	Lorenz	Heister’s	(1683-1758)	
Institutiones	chirurgicae,	a	work	acutely	aware	of	the	pain	entailed	by	surgery,	while	
also	searching	for	clues	in	Chinese	texts	for	a	fabled	drug	to	eliminate	consciousness	
of	pain.	Second,	I	am	concerned	with	the	translation	between	the	speech	of	patients	
and	the	textual	representations	of	medical	practitioners:	Seishū	recorded	his	
consultation	sessions	in	Classical	Chinese,	rather	than	the	Japanese	vernacular.	
Third,	I	am	concerned	with	the	translation	of	images:	portraits	of	Rihei’s	mother	and	
other	patients	circulated	widely	well	past	mid-century,	copied	and	recopied	with	
different	colouring,	and	across	different	formats,	from	scroll	to	codex.	These	three	
considerations	bring	us	to	a	final	issue	of	translation:	how	should	we,	in	English,	and	
in	the	present,	understand	the	alleged	phrase	of	Rihei’s	mother,	rendered	here	as	
“Use	my	for	your	trials”?				
	
Translating	Anatomy	Across	Media	Sietske	Fransen	(University	of	Cambridge)	

The	anatomical	structures	of	the	human	body	were	taught	in	anatomical	
lectures,	but	could	also	be	taught	and	learned	from	lectures	and	books,	and	in	all	
cases,	images.	How	was	the	information	from	the	three	dimensional	object	of	the	
anatomical	object	translated	onto	paper.	What	information	was	kept,	lost	and	
gained?	Taking	two	case	studies	from	the	seventeenth	century,	this	paper	will	
explore	how	anatomical	knowledge	was	translated	across	media.	In	the	case	of	the	
Evelyn	tables,	we	are	looking	at	a	translation	from	dissection,	to	a	wooden	
anatomical	board,	to	a	drawing	and	an	engraving.	And	in	the	case	of	Antoni	van	
Leeuwenhoek	I	will	be	looking	at	his	anatomical	dissections	and	microscopic	
observations	and	the	way	in	which	he	communicated	these	to	his	readers.		
	 In	this	paper	I	especially	like	to	challenge	the	question	whether	anatomical	
observation	and	experience	can	be	translated	onto	paper.	And	the	images	are	used	
to	give	information	about	three-dimensional	anatomical	objects.	
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13:00-14:00		 Lunch	
	
14:00-15.30		 	
“Where	there’s	Smoke,	There’s	Fire”:	Tropical	Phantasms	and	Technologies	
of	Tobacco,	Ben	Breen	(UC	Santa	Cruz)	

This	paper	juxtaposes	seventeenth-century	accounts	of	tobacco	(as	a	
miraculous	cure	but	also	a	potential	source	of	demonic	influence)	with	a	larger	
fascination	among	early	modern	travelers	and	natural	philosophers	with	the	
combined	elements	of	air	and	fire.	This	interest	can	be	seen	in	both	alchemical	
writings	and	in	meteorological	and	climactic	observations	in	the	tropical	belt	such	as	
those	conducted	by	members	of	the	early	Royal	Society	of	London.	By	comparing	
technologies	of	tobacco	consumption	with	this	larger	interest	in	fire,	smoke,	and	
vapor,	this	paper	tries	to	draw	together	different	elements	of	seventeenth-century	
colonial	encounters	and	natural	knowledge.		
	
	
Translation:	Changing	Knowledge	of	Medicinal	Plants	in	the	Early	French	
Empire,	1670-1730,	Emma	Spary	(University	of	Cambridge)	

This	paper	addresses	medicinal	plants	as	technologies	which	early	modern	
French	colonists	sought	to	appropriate	for	the	purposes	of	profit	and	cure	around	
1700.	Many	cultivation	attempts	took	place	entirely	outside	the	Crown’s	purview,	
between	curious	individuals	distributed	worldwide	across	the	empire.	This	curious	
culture	of	exchange,	I	argue,	preceded	formal	attempts	by	the	Crown	to	intervene	in	
the	global	drugs	trade	through	establishing	colonial	cultivation.	If	secondary	studies	
of	that	process	have	tended	to	present	the	process	of	translating	drug	plants	into	
new	settings	as	a	simple	matter	of	transportation—getting	the	plants	from	A	to	B—
contemporaries	also	concerned	themselves	with	the	question	of	transformation—
that	is,	the	view	that	drugs	might	conceivably	alter	in	their	nature	and	efficacy	in	the	
act	of	changing	places.	Colonies	provided	important	sites	for	stripping	drugs	of	their	
specific	non-European	cultural	associations	and	equipping	them	with	new	value	as	
resources	that	could	be	harnessed	for	State	profit,	and	this	transition	is	clearly	visible	
in	the	colonial	correspondence.	However,	appropriating	the	meaning	and	efficacy	of	
exotic	drug	plants,	as	well	as	the	plants	themselves,	proved	to	be	a	complex	and	
contested	business,	raising	questions	about	identity,	local	circumstances,	credit	and	
trust	that	could	not	easily	be	settled.	
	
	
15:30-16:00	 Coffee	
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16:00-17:30	 	
Celebrating	Foreignness:	Narrating	the	Origins	of	Medicine	in	the	Hebrew	
Book	of	Asaf,	Ronit	Yoeli-Tlalim	(Goldsmiths)	

This	paper	will	examine	the	narrative	on	the	origins	of	medical	knowledge	as	
found	in	the	Hebrew	Book	of	Asaf	(8th-10th	centuries)	and	situate	it	within	the	
context	of	similar	narratives.	The	paper	will	attempt	to	assess	the	ways	in	which	
these	narratives	both	reflected	and	constructed	attitudes	towards	translating	foreign	
medical	knowledge.	Narratives	on	the	origins	and	history	of	medicine	are	important	
for	a	number	of	reasons.	Firstly,	an	analysis	of	how	and	why	they	were	constructed	
can	reveal	important	political,	religious,	economic	and	cultural	factors	at	play	at	the	
time	of	construction.	Secondly,	narratives	of	this	sort	raise	the	large	and	complicated	
question	of	whether	and	to	what	extent	such	accounts	actually	reflect	the	nature	of	
the	knowledge	they	describe.	In	other	words,	they	raise	questions	like:	when	and	
why	does	a	culture/religion/state	ideology	choose	to	present/construct	itself	as	
multicultural?	Are	there	correspondences	between	being	multi-cultural	and	of	
declaring	a	culture	as	such?		
	
A	Late	Seventeenth-Century	Turkish	Translation	of	Ibn	al-Baitar’s	
Pharmacipeia	B.	Harun	Küçük	(University	of	Pennsylvania)	

The	drug	recipe	was	the	central	object	of	medical	inquiry	in	seventeenth	
century	Ottoman	Empire.	The	eminent	mobility	of	recipes	blurred	the	distinction	
between	amateurs	and	professionals	and,	obliterated	any	sense	of	medical	tradition,	
eastern	or	western.	In	this	talk,	I	will	look	at	a	specific	copy	of	the	Turkish	translation	
of	Ibn	al-Baitar’s	(d.1248)	ever	popular	pharmacopeia,	Süleymaniye	MS	Fatih	3541.	
The	translator,	Mehmed	Dendani	(d.1681),	was	an	Istanbulite	physician	who	had	
served	Mughal	Emperor	Shah	Jahan	for	some	years.	He	settled	in	Edirne	during	the	
1670s	and	spent	some	time	at	Chief	Physician	Ibn	Sellum’s	medical	salon,	where	
Paracelsian	recipes	were	the	main	topic	of	conversation.	The	copyist	was	a	certain	
İbrahim	b.	Hüseyin,	a	protocol	sergeant	at	the	Ottoman	court.	What	makes	this	
translation	especially	interesting	are	the	provenance	of	the	text,	the	biographical	
details	that	illuminate	the	Ottoman	medical	scene,	and	the	recipes	–	including	
metallic	creams	-	Dendani	added	to	Ibn	al	Baitar’s	pharmacopeia.			
	
	
18:00-19:30	 Double	Book	Presentation	and	Wine	Reception	at	Senate	House,	

Room	SH261,	University	of	London,	Malet	Street,	WC1E	7HU	
	

Sandra	Cavallo	and	Tessa	Storey	(eds),	Conserving	Health	in	Early	
Modern	Culture.	Bodies	and	Environments	in	Italy	and	England	
(MUP	2017).	Introduced	by	Alex	Bamji.	
	
Lucia	Dacome,	Malleable	Anatomies:	Models,	Makers,	and	Material	
Culture	in	Eigthteenth-Century	Italy	(OUP	2017).	

	
	
20:00	 Dinner	(for	speakers	and	chairs)	
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Saturday,	8	July	2017	
Viewing	Room,	Wellcome	Library,	183	Euston	Road	

	
09:45	 	 Coffee	
	
10:00-12:00	 	
Between	the	Classical	and	the	Vernacular:	China	Jesuits’	Translation	of	
Medicinal	Plant	Names	(17th-18th	century)	Huiyi	Wu	(Needham	Research	
Institute/EHESS)	

Naming	of	medicinal	plants	was	central	to	Jesuits’	work	on	China’s	rich	
materia	medica	during	the	seventeenth	and	eighteenth	century.	However,	naming	
practices	have	considerably	differed	between	individuals.	Some,	while	carefully	
recording	Chinese	terms,	showed	reluctance,	even	refusal	to	offer	a	European	
equivalent.	Some,	on	the	contrary,	used	solely	European	names	with	no	mention	of	
their	indigenous	name.	Chinese	plant	names	recorded	by	missionaries	also	turn	out	
to	be	highly	variegated,	belonging	to	distinct	orders	of	knowledge.	The	names	could	
be	recorded	in	Chinese	characters	or	in	their	Latinized	transcription;	the	latter	
reflected	Mandarin	and	a	variety	of	regional	languages.	Missionaries’	attitude	to	the	
textual	tradition	vary	as	well:	while	some	missionaries	explicitly	presented	their	work	
as	the	translation	of	Chinese	materia	medica	literature,	therefore	naming	plants	in	
classical	Chinese,	others	seem	to	have	conversed	with	holders	of	the	oral	tradition,	
recording	vernacular	and	regional	names	of	plants	which	have	never	appeared	in	
contemporaneous	Chinese	sources.	My	paper	will	draw	from	materials	related	to	
Johann	Schreck	(1576-1630),	Michal	Boym	(1612-1659),	Joachim	Bouvet	(1656-1730)	
and	Pierre	d’Incarville	(1706-1757),	including	published	works,	correspondence	and	
annotations	in	a	copy	of	Mattioli’s	commentary	on	Dioscorides	preserved	in	Beijing.	I	
will	discuss	“translation”	as	not	only	happening	between	Chinese	and	European	
languages,	but	also	between	classical	and	vernacular	Chinese,	between	textual	and	
oral	traditions.		
	
Translating,	Printing	and	Reading	The	Art	of	Distillation,	Elaine	Leong	
(MPIWG,	Berlin)	

In	1651,	John	French	offered	the	English	reading	public	a	new	handbook:	The	
Art	of	Distillation.	The	work	represents	the	fruits	of	French’s	wide-ranging	reading	
and	translating	practices	and	includes	large	sections	(with	images)	adopted	from	
Johann	Rudolph	Glauber’s	Furni	novi	philosophici,	a	series	of	5	German	
tracts	published	in	Amsterdam	in	the	1640s.	In	the	mid-1730s,	the	Tallamy	family	
obtained	a	copy	of	The	Art	of	Distillation.	Lead	by	Rebecca,	they	wrote	a	cornucopia	
of	annotations	and	notes	into	their	treasured	copy	of	French’s	book	including	
information	on	the	medicinal	virtues	of	herbs	and	hundreds	of	additional	recipes.	
Running	out	of	space	in	the	margins,	the	family	bound	another	140	blank	leaves	to	
the	book,	allowing	them	to	further	expand	their	collection	of	medical	and	culinary	
know-how.	The	printed	medical	book,	then,	is	at	once	a	conduit	and	a	receptacle	for	
medical	knowledge.	Taking	this	curious	volume	as	a	starting	point,	this	paper	
explores	translation,	print	and	‘medical	reading’	in	early	modern	England.	Placing	
emphasis	on	practices	of	compilation	and	appropriation,	I	trace	the	adaptation	and	
reuse	of	textual	knowledge	across	linguistic,	geographical,	gender	and	spatial	
boundaries.	
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Philippine	Medicinal	Flora	Lost	and	Found	in	Translation	Sebestian	Kroupa	
(University	of	Cambridge)	

When	 stationed	 in	Manila	 at	 the	 turn	of	 the	eighteenth	 century,	 the	 Jesuit	
pharmacist	 and	 missionary	 Georg	 Joseph	 Kamel	 (1661–1706)	 produced	 extensive	
accounts	about	the	Philippine	flora,	which	were	later	printed	in	Europe.	Drawing	on	
his	 treatises	 published	 in	 the	 Philosophical	 Transactions,	 I	 will	 explore	 Kamel’s	
strategies	 in	 translating	Philippine	medicinal	 herbs	 from	 the	 local	 to	 the	 European	
context.	I	will	argue	that	in	introducing	the	unfamiliar	flora	to	his	European	readers	
and	 in	 convincing	 them	 of	 the	 credibility	 of	 his	 accounts,	 Kamel	 downplayed	 the	
novelty	 of	 these	 plants	 and	 associated	 them	 with	 those	 that	 had	 been	 already	
described	 by	 canonical	 authors	 of	 the	 Old	 World.	 To	 bolster	 these	 carefully	
constructed	links,	then,	Kamel	drew	on	his	own	empirical	experience	with	the	plants.	
I	will	suggest	that	this	attitude	stemmed	from	his	Jesuit	education	which,	on	the	one	
hand,	 was	 rooted	 in	 canonical	 texts	 endorsed	 by	 the	 Church,	 but	 on	 the	 other,	
fostered	active	and	practical	methods	in	conjunction	with	high	esteem	for	utility	and	
individual	initiative.	Finally,	using	the	example	of	Kamel’s	classification	system,	I	will	
discuss	 the	 traces	 of	 non-European	 traditions	 in	 his	work	which,	 conversely,	were	
lost	in	translation	between	the	Philippines	and	Europe,	and	deliberately	removed	by	
the	editors	from	his	publications.	
	
	
12:00-13:00	 Lunch	
	
13:00-13:30	 Presentation	of	rare	materials	in	the	Viewing	Room	
	
13:30-15:30	 	
Translating	Techniques	of	Alchemy	and	Surgery	between	Europe	and	
Southeast	Asia,	Tara	Alberts	(University	of	York)	

René	Charbonneau	(1643-72)	travelled	to	Siam	(modern	day	Thailand)	in	
1676	as	a	lay	auxiliary	to	a	band	of	French	missionary	priests.	He	had	trained	as	a	
surgeon	and	was	soon	called	upon	to	practice	his	profession	in	the	service	of	the	
mission,	treating	both	missionaries	and	the	indigent	poor	in	mission	hospitals.	A	
close	examination	of	the	few	letters	that	survive	in	his	hand	reveal	fascinating	
insights	into	some	of	the	most	common	surgical	procedures	he	performed	in	Siam,	
many	of	which	would	have	been	very	familiar	to	his	surgeon	colleagues	in	
seventeenth	century	France:	bleeding,	treating	wounds,	administering	clysters.	
However,	other	details	also	emerge	which	suggest	how	far	surgeons	like	
Charbonneau	were	able	to	adapt	their	role	in	these	new	environments,	and	how	
they	were	able	to	experiment	with	new	techniques	and	cures.	This	paper	explores	a	
number	of	lay	surgeons	and	medical	practitioners	like	Charbonneau	who	translated	
and	transformed	their	practices	to	suit	the	perceived	needs	of	patients	in	the	
cosmopolitan	port	cities	of	Southeast	Asia.	It	contextualises	European	techniques	of	
surgery	and	alchemy	against	local	practices	and	understandings	to	consider	how	the	
encounter	shaped	and	transformed	the	meaning	of	these	medical	interventions.		
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Latin	is	Not	Enough:	Francisco	Hernández’s	Attempts	to	Understand	and	
Transmit	Medicinal	Knowledge	from	the	New	World	to	the	Old,	Samir	
Boumediene	(CNRS,	Lyon)	

From	1570	to	1577,	Francisco	Hernández,	a	physician	to	the	King	of	Spain	
Philipp	II,	led	an	expedition	mainly	focused	on	the	medicinal	plants	used	by	Indians	
of	Mexico.	His	first	intention	was	to	integrate	the	New	World	materia	medica	in	a	
framework	derived	from	Pliny,	but	he	realized	quite	soon	that	such	a	transposition	
was	impossible.	During	his	travels	in	New	Spain,	and	then	during	his	experiments	at	
the	Royal	Hospital	of	Mexico,	he	gathered	around	him	Indians	healers	and	artists	
whose	work	deeply	transformed	his	understanding	of	the	natural	world.	If	he	
rejected	their	conceptions	of	disease	and	health,	he	indeed	appropriated	their	way	
to	classify	plants	and	he	even	he	organized	his	Natural	History	of	New	Spain	using	
the	Nahuatl	language.	This	choice	forced	him	to	adopt	several	strategies	of	
translation,	which	this	paper	will	explore.	First,	Hernández	had	to	transcribe	Nahuatl	
names	of	plants	in	Latin	alphabet.	But	he	also	decided	to	use	this	alphabet	to	write	
two	versions	of	his	work:	in	one,	the	descriptions	of	the	plants	were	in	Latin,	in	the	
other	they	were	in	Nahuatl.	Finally,	he	also	commissioned	from	Mexican	painters	a	
colourful	illustration	of	each	plant	described	in	his	work.	However,	those	attempts	
were	not	sufficient:	following	the	classification	of	Nahuatl	taxonomy,	the	Natural	
History	of	New	Spain,	despite	being	illustrated	and	written	in	Latin,	was	not	
understandable	in	Spain,	where	the	King	asked	another	physician	to	reorganize	it.	

Through	this	case	study,	this	paper	would	like	to	stress	on	two	points.	First,	
the	use	of	Latin	as	a	universal	language	is	not	always	enough	to	transmit	knowledge.	
Second,	the	process	of	translation	is	not	only	aimed	at	transmitting	knowledge:	for	
Hernández,	translation	was	rather	the	means	to	understand	the	unknown	because	it	
transformed	his	way	of	thinking.	
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Porous	Borderlands:	Quarantine	Stations	as	Sites	of	Translation,	Lucia	
Dacome	(University	of	Toronto)	

This	paper	explores	the	role	of	quarantine	stations	as	sites	of	translation.	It	
focuses	on	the	new	lazaretto	built	in	Ancona,	on	the	Adriatic	Sea,	in	the	mid-
eighteenth	century.	In	1732,	pope	Clement	XII	declared	the	city	of	Ancona	a	free	
port	with	the	purpose	of	boosting	its	commercial	role	in	the	Eastern	Mediterranean.	
The	realization	that	growth	in	commerce	was	commensurate	with	increased	
exposure	to	disease	transmission	led	the	pontiff	to	commission	the	construction	of	a	
new	quarantine	station.	The	project	led	to	the	creation	of	an	impressive	pentagonal	
artificial	island	located	in	the	city’s	port.	Big	and	beautiful,	the	new	Lazaretto	
became	a	focal	point	in	Ancona’s	port	and	urban	scene.	Its	history	sheds	light	on	the	
role	quarantine	stations	as	sites	of	spatial	and	material	translation	of	medical	views	
about	health	and	disease	transmission,	and	on	the	implications	related	to	the	
realization,	use,	and	representation	of	such	an	environment.	Historians	have	
described	the	pre-modern	Mediterranean	world	as	a	fluid	and	permeable	space	of	
both	conflict	and	encounter	and	exchange.	Throughout	the	early	modern	period,	
quarantine	stations	enacted	more	or	less	porous	borderlands	that	both	allowed	and	
prevented	the	circulation	of	people,	animals,	things,	and	ideas	across	different	
social,	cultural,	and	religious	settings.	This	paper	will	consider	the	role	quarantine	
stations	as	liminal	spaces	where	medical	knowledge	informed	patterns	of	
surveillance,	detention,	and	segregation	as	well	as	occasions	for	encounter,	
translation,	and	exchange.	It	will	examine	how	Ancona’s	lazaretto	provides	a	
significant	example	of	how	quarantine	stations	translated	medical	views	into	
material	environments	that	reconfigured	relations	among	urban	and	maritime	
spaces,	medical	knowledge,	and	the	regulation	of	both	human	and	non-human	
movement	in	and	out	of	Mediterranean	port	cities.	
	
	
15:30-15:45		 Coffee	
	
15:45-17:00	 Concluding	Roundtable	
	 Remarks	from:	Alex	Bamji	(Leeds),	Elma	Brenner	(Wellcome),	

Sandra	Cavallo	(Royal	Holloway),	Jagjeet	Lally	(UCL),	and	Daniel	
Margocsy	(Cambridge).	

	


