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qe computer terminals that serve patrons in a medical library 
are one result of the electronic revolution that has completely 
changed the field of health science communications. Com-
auterized literature retrieval systems produce needed infor-
mation in a matter of minutes. A somewhat comparable 
revolution occurred about 530 years ago. In 1454, one year 
after the fall of Constantinople, the first European book 

printed with movable type (and bearing a date) appeared. 

From the beginning of our civilization man has searched for methods of com-
munication. Cave drawings and paintings were followed by carvings in stone, 
then by writing on vellum and on paper. Thousands of scribes spent lifetimes 
writing to spread the word. Even so, by the end of the Middle Ages the 
manuscript trade could no longer keep up with a greatly expanded reading 
public. The answer to increased literacy and to the growing demand for 
religious, artistic and instructional matter was movable type. 

lncunabula is the term used to identify texts printed with movable type before 
1501, The Latin word incunabula means the apparatus of a cradle, regarded 
as the symbol of infancy. The child, the printed book, was born in Mainz or 
in that area around 1450, and the next 50 years constitute its period of 
“infancy.” 

Johann Gutenberg’s invention spread quickly, first to neighboring towns and 
then to many European cities. Albrecht Pfister introduced printing to Bamberg, 
Johann Mentelin to Strassburg, Ulrich Zell to Cologne. Two German clerics, 
Konrad Sweynheym and Arnold Pannartz brought printing to Italy - printing 
first in Subiaco, and by 1467 in Rome. Printing was introduced to Switzerland 
around 1468, to France in 1470, to Spain and the Low Countries in 1472. 
William Caxton introduced printing in England in 1476-7.These printers initially 
concentrated on theological and legal works as well as on classics in demand 
at the time. In 50 years approximately 40,000 editions were printed, totalling 
6,000,OOO copies. Science and medicine reached readers mainly after the 
market has been glutted with other works. This enormous escalation of out-
put, referred to by many as the diffusion of know/edge, may be compared only 
with the computerized dissemination of information of our time. 

The earliest printed medical book is generally accepted to be Jean Charlier 
de Gerson’s tracts on self-abuse titled De pollutione nocturna, printed in 
Cologne by Ulrich Zell in around 1466. The National Library of Medicine owns 
the second edition of this work, also printed by Zell around 1467. In the latter 
year Hrabanus Maurus’ De sermonum proprietate; sive, Opus de universo was 
printed by Adolf Rusch in Strassburg. The work describingthe universe includes 
a chapter on medicine titled De medicina. The Library has the first edition of 
this work. 
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Cerson, Jean Charlier de. Depollutione nocturna. De 
cognltinre cast;tatls et pollutionibus diurnis. Cologne, 
Ulrlck- Z +I. ca. 1467. Title page of second edition. 

From 1467 on, medical books, and books in 
related fields, appeared in a growing number of 
European cities. Arnold C. Klebs’ lncunabula scien-
tifica et medica lists 1060 individual works (in ap-
proximately 3000 editions in all), of which some 
900 can be classed as medical. The National Library 
of Medicine has 516 works, in 537 editions, printed 
before 1501. Most of these medical and scientific 
books were printed in prospering cities that were 
close to universities. It is therefore not surprising 
that the printers of Venice published more than 550 
editions. Rome followed Venice, producing about 
227 editions, Paris 214, Leipzig 204, Augsburg 179, 
Cologne 156, Lyons 136, Strassburg 101, Antwerp 
95, and Niirnberg about 93 scientific and medical 
editions. In 50 years the printing of scientific and 
medical books spread to more than 120 cities. 

The output of medical works was decided by the 
printers, and the printers were businessmen, whose 
goal was to meet the needs of their customers. The 
public’s demand can be determined by the output 
of the manuscript trade, which was well established 
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Hippocrates. Aphorismi, sir/e Sententiae. [Nuremberg, 
Caspar Hochfeder, 1496.1 Third page of second edition. 

by the middle of the fifteenth century. The printer 
had some estimate of the quantitative demand for 
books and had some idea of what kind of books 
the public was interested in. Thus the printer was 
essential not only in the diffusion of books but also 
in the diffusion of knowledge. 

In the field of science the two most-published 
authors were Albert the Great (Albertus Magnus) 
and Aristotle. Albert the Great’s popularity was 
based mainly on his Secreta mulierum (a work on 
cosmetics) and his Liber aggregationis (a book on 
the virtues of herbs, stones and animals). Of the lat-
ter, the Library has 5 editions, the earliest published 
in 1483. The Secreta mulierum et virorum is 
represented by 7 editions, the first printed by Adam 
de Rottweil in Venice, in 1478. The richness of the 
Library’s collection is reflected in other important 
works by Albert the Great, including his De anima, 
De animalibus (both in 2 different editions), De 
generatione et corruptione, Maria/e, De 
mineralibus, Philosophia pauperum in 3 editions, 
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Hrabanus Maurus. Desermontimproprie/ate, S/W Opusde universe. [Strassburg, Adolf Rusch, 1467.1 
First page with initial “D ” colored in black, blue and red. 
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two printed by the Brescian Baptista Farfengus and 
one in Venice by Georgius Arrivabenus.ln addition, 
the Library has the Logica published in Pavia 
around 1490. The Logica is not in Klebs, but is 
generally considered to be a scientific work. Aristo-
tle is represented in the collection by the first edi-
tion of his Opera (in Latin, without the commen-
tary), published in Augsburg by Ambrosius Keller 
in 1479. The Library has 3 of the 4 existing editions 
of Deanimalibus, including the first edition publish-
ed in Venice by Johannes de Colonia and Johan-
nes Manthen in 1476. The Problemata is present 
in the collection with 3 editions, and the Secreta 
secretorum with 2 editions. 

These two authors dominated the western 
spiritual and scientific world. Hippocrates ranks a 
distant third among popular authors of scientific 
and medical incunabula, based on the number of 
editions printed. Such a giant of early medicine as 
Galen ranks twenty-eighth and Guy de Chauliac, 
the most distinguished authority in the field of 
surgery, ranks forty-eighth based on the number of 
their books printed before 1501. 

Some of the most popular authors were Arnaldo 
de Villanova (among other works by him the 
Library has three editions of his popular work ti-
tled Breviarium practicae medicinael, Anianus 
(whose Compotus manualis cum comment0 was 
published in 37 editions in 3 series) and Rhazes (the 
Library has the first edition of his Liber ad Alman- 
sorem, published in Milan in 1481). 

No doubt the most popular medical book, bas-
ed on the number of editions printed, was the 
Regimen sanitatis. The regimen contains a series 
of hygienic and dietetic instructions dedicated to 
either the King of France or the King of England. 
The Library has the first edition of the work, printed 
in German in 1472, in Augsburg. The origin of the 
work is unknown, but according to Sudhoff it may 
have been based on a pseudo-Aritotelian epistle to 
Alexander the Great. 
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The second, third and fourth numbers on the best 
seller list of scientific incunabula are all attributed 
to Albert the Great. These are the Liber aggrega-
tionis, De mirabilibus mundi and De secretis 
mulierum. Albert von BolIstB‘dt, the Dominican 
monk who later became Bishop of Ratisbon and 
was called Albert the Great or Albertus Magnus, 
did not write on medical practice, as that was for-
bidden to the Dominicans, but he was probably the 
most outstanding naturalist of the 13th century. The 
Library has the second edition of one of his most 
important works, De animalibus, published in Man- 
tua, in 1479. The fifth best-seller issomnia Danielis, 
the book of dreams, passed down from the Mid-
dle Ages and still popular at the threshold of the 
Rinascimento. It was printed 39 times before 1501. 
The Library has one copy, the eighth edition, 
printed in Rome, in 1480. The Somnia is followed 
by Wenzel Faber’s astrological predictions, 
Anianus’ Compotus, Mandeville’s ltinerarius and 
a great number of Herbals. 

Pedacius Dioscorides is generally accepted as the 
originator of the materia medica. During his travels 
he described approximately 600 plants, one hun-
dred or so more than Theophrastus. Hippocrates 
knew around 150 of these. Out of the 600, close 
to 100 are still in use today. The Library has the 
1499 Venetian edition of Dioscorides’ De materia 
medica in Greek. Most herbals were picture books, 
usually with hand colored illustrations that added 
to their great popularity. The Library has the first 
edition of the Hortus sanitatis printed in Mainz, in 
1491. Because of the success of this popular work, 
printers produced more scientific books on botany. 

Border decoration and initial “Q” il luminating the title page of Vincent de Beuvais: Spew/urn naturale. [Nuremberg, 
Anton Koberger. 1485.1 
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Dloscorides. D~~materik medic,?. Venice, Aldus Manutius. 1499. Page following Index ot tirst 
Greek editlon. 

6 



The next best seller was probably Aristotles’ fro-
blemata. Aristotle is at his best-wrote Garrison-
in logic, ethics, embryology, and natural history. 
His Problemata was published 28 times between 
1473 and 1500. The Library owns the 1493 and 
1500 editions of the work with the text beginning 
Omnes homines, including also the De vita et mor- 
tis Aristotelis. 

George Sarton, evaluating the most popular 
scientific works of the incunabula period, found 
that the two leading classes were medicine (with 
16 works) and astrology (I 1 works). These were 
followed by encyclopedic works (6), 
cosmographias, marvels (6), ethics (5). Others were 
astronomy, grammar, mathematics and physics, 
witchcraft, mnemonics , agriculture, chemistry, 
dreams, herbals, histories, metaphysics, 
physiognomy and chiromancy 
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Regimen sani~~flj Salernifanum. Paris, Antoine 
Caillaut, 1483. lncipit of the edition with commen-
tary of Arnaldo de Villa Nova. Corrected by Doctores 
regentes of Montpeliier, 1480. 

During the Middle Ages the population of Europe 
was decimated by epidemics. Approximately 130 

incunabula pest tracts pre known. One of the first 
plague treatises appeared in print by Heinrich 
Steinhawel in 1473. The Library has the fifth edi-
tion of his f?iichlein der Ordnung printed in Ulm 
about 1482. The De arte cognoscendi venena, by 
Arnaldo de Villanova, was published five times be-
tween 1473 and 1475. The Library has three edi-
tions of the work, including the first one. The book 
also includes Valesco de Tarenta’s De epidemia et 
peste. The first treatise on syphilis was written by 
Konrad Schellig (Heidelberg, 1495); the second, by 
Joseph GrUnpeck, appeared in 1496 in Augsburg 
and was entitled Tractatus de pestilentiali scorra 
sive ma/a deFrancoz. Another important work is 
Niccold Leoniceno’s work on syphilis, titled De 
morbo Gallico and first published in Venice by 
Aldus Manutius in 1497, and in the same year in 
Milan by Le Signerre for Legnano. The Library owns 
both editions. 
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Arnaldo de Villa Nova. De drte cognuscf’~~~ 
venena. Mantua, Johannes Vurster, 1473. lnclplt of 
first edition. 



One of the most sought-after Regimen pestilen-
tiae was that of Johannes Jacobi’s work (the prose 
version appeared frequently under the name of 
Canutus) which appeared in 23 editions on the con-
tinent and in three editions in England in English. 
The Library has three editions of the work. It also 
owns a copy of Simon Pistoris’ rare Declaratio 
defensiva cujusdam positionis de malo Franc0 
(Leipzig, 1500) and a copy of the similarly rare work 
of Bartholomaeus Steber’s A malafranczos morbo 
Gailorum praeservatio ac cura (Vienna, 1497-B). 
The National Library of Medicine’s copy of this lat-
ter work would appear to be the only one in the 
United States. The many books and pamphlets 
describing, arguing about, and offering “sure” 
treatments for epidemic diseases were not com-
pletely useless. These works helped initiate em-
bargos during epidemics and called attention to 
hygiene. 

Medical practice in the 15th century was 
characterized by quackery and superstition, and a 
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physician usually believed in astrology. One of the 
best sellers in this field was Marcus Manilius’ 
Astronomica, first published in Nuremberg, in 
1473-4. The Library has the 1498-1500 Venetian 
edition. During the second half of the fifteenth cen-
tury, Marsilio Ficino was the favorite philosopher-
astrologer of both Cosimo and Lorenzo Medici, and 
he is represented by several incunabula in the 
Library’s collection. At the same time, much in-
terest attended editions of the freedman of 
Augustus Caesar, C. Julius Hyginus. His Poetica 
astronomica printed in Venice in 1482 by the 
famous Erhard Ratdolt is present in the Library’s in-
cunabula collection. Johann MUller, known as 
Regiomontanus, is a familiar name to astrologers 
because of the system of “house division” to which 
he gave his name. In Nuremberg he published his 
trigonometrical tables and in Venice, his Calen-
darium, helpful for astrologers and astronomers. 

The Library has a copy of the latter published in 
1485. 
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Aristotle. Probkmata. Cologne, Heinrich 
Quentell, ca. 1493. Fifth edition, with the Kita, 
text beginning: Omnes homines. Title page. 
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Steber, Bartholomaeus. A malafranczosmorbo Gallorum 
praeservatio JC CU/TJ. [Vienna. Johann Vinterburg, 1497-81 
First edition. Title page. 

Crtinspeck, Joseph. De pedlentiali 
wcna. Cologne, Cornells de Zieriksee, ca. 
1500. Fifth edition. Title page. 

Numerous almanacs were printed, usually on 
one sheet, helping both physician and members of 
private households to plan the year in advance: to 
know what to do, and what to fear, in certain 
months of the year. The almanacs usually includ-
ed short medical instructions, depending on the 
months of the year and the standing of the con-
stellations. Oneof the early printed almanacs in the 
Library’s possession was published in Nuremberg 
in Latin in 1487 and is the only copy in the United 
States. Another almanac of which there is only one 
copy in the country is in German published by 
Jakob Honiger in around 1493. 

At the end of the century more and more 
“specialized” works appeared, discussing one or 
two parts and functions of the human body. These 
included Gilles de Corbeil’s De urinis (Padua, 
1483), De pulsibus (Padua, 1484) and De urinis et 
de pulsibus (Venice, 1494-5) all present in the 
Library’s incunabula collection. Benevenutus 
Grassus ’ De oculis (Ferrara, 1474), Matteolo de 
Perugia’s De memoria (Rome, about 1474, Milan 
1475, Rome about 1490) are also present in the 
Library’s collection. Michele Savonarola’s De 
febribus was published once in Bologna (1487) ,Ind 
twice in Venice (1496, 1498). The Library has the 
latter two editions. 
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The most important author on surgery was Guy 
de Chauliac. His Chirurgia appeared in several 
French, Italian, Spanish, and Latin editions. The 
Library owns the Venetian 1480, 1493, 1498 and 
1499 editions of the work. Another author of 
surgery, Guglielmo da Saliceto, is represented in 
the collection by the French edition of his La 
cyrurgie (1492) and the Italian edition of the same 
work entitled La ciroxia vulgarmente fata (1486). 

The works specializing in surgery were adequate 
for the average surgeon of the time. The “general 
practitioner’s” instructional works were the Prac-
tica and in old German the Versehung. A represen- 
tative work in this field is Valasco da Tarenta’s Prac-
tica (the Library has the 1490 and the 1500 Lyons 
editions) which discusses the symptoms of sickness 
followed by the description of the suggested cure. 
The anonymous Versehung von Leib, See/e, Ehre 
und Gut tries to be more comprehensive. The 
Library has all three known editions of the work. 
We may classify as “practica” Johannes de 
Ketham’s Fasciculus medicinae even if it does not 
follow the usual pattern of the practica. It was very 
popular because of its folio-sized anatomical illu-
strations which are clear and instructive for the 
period. The incunabula years witnessed four Latin, 
one Italian and three Spanish editions. The Library 
has the 1495 and 1500 Venetian editions in Latin. 

Ketham, Johannes de.f,,sciculus medicinae. Venice, 

Joannes and Cregorius de Cregorws, 1495. 

Uroscopy chart. 

L’fv~hung eon Leib, See/e, Ehre und Gut. Nuremberg [Peter Wagner, 14189. First edition. Verso of title page 
and leaf 1. 
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Some of the most sought after and enjoyed century. The Library has 4 Latin and 2 Italian edi-
readings of the 16th century were encyclopedias, tions of the work. A very popular work with visitors 
chronicles, and histories. Rhazes (Muhammad ibn to the Library is Hartmann Schedel’s Liber 
Zakariya, Abii Bakr, al-Ra’rT) was the author of one Chronicarum, published in Nuremberg by Anton 
of the great medical encyclopedias of the Arab- Koberger in 1493. It contains several hundred il-
speaking world. The Library has a good copy of this lustrations depicting Medieval cities, popes, 
incunabulum, the only edition printed in the 15th philosophers, and the most famous medical doc-
century, entitled Liber Elhaviid est Continens artem tors from the beginning of Western civilization until 
medicinae (Brescia, 1486). This work is larger than 1480. 
the popular Canon of Avicenna. The most impor-
tant scientific incunabulum in Hebrew was the 
Canon medicinae by Avicenna (Ibn Sina), publish- The publication of important collected works of 
ed in 1491, in Naples. A leading historical work on scientific and medical authors began slowly. Not 
the “best seller list” is Pliny the Elder’s famous only was there little demand for them, but also the 
Historia naturalis published in 18 incunabula edi- costs of producing the opera of voluminous authors 
tions. This work was one of the main sources of were great. For example, Galen’s Opera omnia (in 
scientific knowledge until the end of the sixteenth Latin) was published late (in Venice in 1490) and 

II_- - . _- .  -_- - ._- - .  - - I _ -

SI mon of Genoa. Synonym,? medkirwe sive Claws .wnationls. 
Milan, Antoniu3 Zarotus. 1473. Large Initial “D ” in gold, red Avicenna. &non medic;nz. Naples. Azriel ben Joseph de 
and blue and coat of arms of owner. Cunrenhausen, 1491. First page of Hebrew text in vol. III. 
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C,~ltr/er Gerun~/xVr. Malnr. Peter Schoeffer, 1485. The 
rmale mandragora. Colored in brown, green and yellow. 

only once during the incunabula years partly 
because of the great expense. While we have no 
knowledge of the exact price of the first Latin edi-
tion, A. Asulanus, who edited and published the 
first Greek edition of the same work (Venice, 15253, 
charged 30 golden florins for the three large un-
bound volumes in Base1 in 1526. By comparison, 
a physician earned an average of 16 golden florins 
a year, a baker 12, and a schoolmaster 3.5 during 
the same period. The National Library of Medicine 
has both the 1490 (Latin) and the 1525 (Greek) 
Venetian editions. 

Aside from its historical and scholarly impor-
tance, any incunabula collection is a great treasure 
for a library: a treasure in the sense of “first,” in 
the sense of “old” and in the sense of “rare.” Fine 
contemporary or later bindings and illustrations add 
to the esthetic feeling of holding such a book, From 
the scientific point of view, however, these works 
often have shortcomings. First, as has already been 
mentioned, the early printers did not publish the 

Hortus sdnitdti,. Mainr. Jacob Meydenbach, 1491 First edi-
tlon. Chopplng of herbs. Colored in pink, yellow and green. 

best ancient and mediaeval literature, but only 
what seemed likely to sell best. Second, during the 
Middle Ages many Greek authors were available 
only in corrupt Latin translations. The world had 
to wait another century or so until better-educated 
printers, including famous humanist-printers, 
republished the Greek works in new translations 
by humanist scholars such as NiccolA Leoniceno, 
Gulielmus Copus, Guillaume Plancy, Johann 
Reuchlin, and others. Items in the National Library 
of Medicine’s incunabula collection have been 
selected with great care by scholar librarians since 
the end of the last century. Consequently the 
Library has one of the finest collections of medical 
incunabula in the world. The Library’s History of 
Medicine Division continues to build the collection, 
albeit at a slow rate because of the rarity and cost 
of such works. The collection is an invaluable 
resource for scholars studying the history of an-
cient, medieval and Renaissance medicine and 
science. 
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