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FOREWORD







The Royal College of Physicians was founded, by Royal Charter, in 1518 by King
Henry VIII. Few professional organisations have been in continuous existence for
so long, and over its five-hundred-year history the College has been at the centre of
many aspects of medical life. Currently, the College has over thirty thousand members
and fellows worldwide.


Its principal purpose is to promote the highest standards of medical practice in order
to improve health and healthcare, and its varied work in the field is held in high regard.
Over the years it has also accumulated a distinguished library, extensive archives, and
a collection of portraits and other treasures, and has been housed in a number of
notable buildings. As part of its quincentennial commemoration, a series of ten books
has been commissioned. Each book features fifty reflections, thereby making a total
of five hundred, intended to be a meditation on, and an exploration of, aspects of the
College’s work and its collections over its five-hundred-year history.







In this the fifth volume of the series, Sir Richard Thompson has chosen to write about
fifty items, ‘curiosities’, from the College museum and collections. These come from all
periods in the College’s history, and indeed represent many aspects of that history. The
objects tell of the scholarship of the college, its traditions and values, and point to its
creativity and diversity. Some of the chosen objects are grand and ceremonial; others are
small and exquisite. All fifty are significant in some way. This is a beautiful book and a
fascinating account of the objects, and sometimes their history, provenance and creators.


Sir Richard has served as President of the College and is a staunch advocate of the
importance of preserving the College’s heritage. There is no better person to write this
book, and to make this choice of objects, and his knowledge and understanding are
unrivalled. The book, and the collection it describes, are a tribute to the range and quality
of the College’s contribution over the 500 years of its history.







Simon Shorvon, Harveian Librarian, Royal College of Physicians
Series Editor







OPPOSITE: Model of the Cutlerian Anatomical Theatre
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INTRODUCTION







This is a selection of fifty objects from the museum collections of the College
illustrating our 500 years of history, both through the origin and purpose of the
objects, the people who gave or left them to the College, and the craftsmen who
made them. The choice is personal, and I have included two items from the library.
It is my hope that the stories of these objects will encourage others to continue the
tradition of donating or bequeathing interesting items of all types, where they will be
treasured and admired. A few relevant pieces have been bought by the College, but
most have been gifted. Recently the number of secure display cases in the public
areas has been increased, and I hope that it will be possible to expand them further
so that more of the collections are on view for the many visitors to appreciate, and
for members and fellows also to enjoy their heritage. The chapters are roughly in
temporal order, but stand alone and need not be read sequentially; because of this,
there is some repetition of details of some of the fellows.


I have included quite a number of pieces of silver, selected both for their historical
interest, their donors and for the periods of style that they represent. The College
silver has had an eventful history. Fellows first gave silver (plate) to the College, such
as in 1663 when the honorary and extraordinary fellows were admitted en masse and
donated engraved silver. But in 1665 the burglary of all the plate and money from the
College chest [pages 36–7], followed by the financial problems after the Great Fire,
limited the prevalent tradition of donations by officers until early in the next century.
Only the caduceus [page 23], silver-mounted book of statutes [page 25], Harvey’s
pointer [pages 29–31] and Hamey’s table bell [pages 34–5] have survived the
burglary. Baldwin Hamey Jr FRCP (1600–76) left £25 in his will of 1675 as an annual
perquisite to the President to buy 60oz of plate. Various pieces were bought; these
were usually presented to the incumbent at the Michaelmas quarterly Comitia Maiora,
although later the President was given cash to make a personal purchase. The only
silver identified from the bequest are the four candlesticks bought by William Wasey
PRCP (1691–1757) in 1750 [page 68].


In 1719, probably with the encouragement of the new President, Sir Hans Sloane Bt.
PRCP PRS (1660–1753), Censor, Elect, President 1719–35, and royal physician, the
four Censors presented a silver monteith to the College [pages 59–60], while the
next year Henry Plumptre PRCP (c.1680–1746) gave a silver standish or inkstand
[page 63]; John Freind FRCP (1675–1728) presented a cup and cover [page 61];
and the Treasurer, Henry Levett FRCP (1668–1725) with the then four Censors, gave
ten candlesticks and a pair of snuffers and stand [page 62]. This was a move by Sir
Hans to make the environment of the College more impressive, as John Caius PRCP
(1510–73) had two centuries previously, but there is no record of Sir Hans donating
any silver himself, only of him receiving! In his will of 1751 he offered his huge
collections to the King for public use, or failing that to the Royal Society or to several
foreign institutions, but his College was not included!







OPPOSITE: Mid-sixteenth century book of statutes
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Since the 1720s the College has received an interesting selection of plate from
prominent fellows. More recently, the College has been able to purchase from its
legacy funds, with the help of donations from fellows and external grants, some
historic pieces, including the Ashburnham salver [page 38], the Prujean dish [pages
43–4], the Baillie inkstand [page 76], a Swiney prize cup [pages 88–91] and the four
Wasey candlesticks [page 68], which had all belonged to previous fellows.


During the nineteenth and twentieth centuries it became traditional for recipients
of national honours and others to present silver to the College, the Fellows’ Club,
or the College Club. Latterly the College has received gifts made by contemporary
goldsmiths, thus enhancing a museum that reflects the 500 years of changing styles,
as well as the many distinguished donors.


Finally, I hope that this book will encourage members and fellows to become
interested in our rich heritage. There will be errors in what I have written, and new
information will come to light; do let me have any suggestions!
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MEDICINE IN THE FIFTEENTH
CENTURY







In 2014 there was an exhibition at the College – The Mirror of Health: discovering
medicine in the Golden Age of Islam – which brought together many of our
outstanding holdings of medieval and later Islamic texts, given over centuries to the
College library by fellows who acquired these treasures while living in the Middle
East. In the scholarly text, Professor Peter Pormann (b. 1971) describes how Islamic
medicine developed after the collapse of Byzantium, preserving and developing Greek
and Roman knowledge, which in turn later in the Middle Ages came to influence
European medicine. It is from this collection that I have chosen to illustrate this
century with a Karshuni manuscript, written in Arabic using Syriac characters, that
was intended for use by Christian doctors, who flourished and were influential in the
development of Islamic medicine. It is a list of medicines composed for Caliph Al
Muqtadi (1075–94), copied in the fifteenth or sixteenth century, and annotated by the
self-taught Henry Wild (1684–1734), who catalogued the College collection under
the patronage of Richard Mead FRCP FRS (1673–1754) [pages 64–5], as follows:







This is a Treatise of Medicinal Simples in Arabick, tolerably Copious but
in the Syriack Character: by this, and some other things in the Treatise, it
appeares to have been the Composure . . . of some Eastern Christian.







In Britain the fifteenth century was a medical watershed, for the recently revealed
new knowledge from Greece and Rome was slowly diffusing northwards, limited by
the difficulty of widely disseminating information before the printing press, which only
influenced medicine in the next century. The Renaissance in art and philosophy had
begun in Italy, where Leonardo da Vinci (1452–1519) was carrying out his innovative
anatomical studies, although these were not published until much later. The severe







episodes of bubonic plague in the fourteenth century had
not only killed a third of the population of England, but also
reduced the number of physicians. There were later waves
of the disease in England and indeed 20,000 died in 1499.
It was a fearful shadow across the remaining population,
and led to the endowment of hospitals; Henry VII was a
benefactor of several in his lifetime and in his will of 1509,
including the Hospital of the Savoy.







Medicine was slowly evolving from Anglo-Saxon leechdom,
initially under the influence of Christianity as it spread
northwards in Europe. Infirmaries were sited within







monasteries, where priests and monks cared for the sick poor. A great emphasis
was placed on confession of sins and treatment of the mind; that of the body
was secondary. However, no one in holy orders was permitted to charge patients







A great emphasis
was placed on
confession of sins
and treatment
of the mind; that
of the body was
secondary.







OPPOSITE: A page from a fifteenth-century manuscript
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money, nor to perform surgery or cautery. The monasteries did contain a few Latin
manuscripts of the classical medical authors, but this religious emphasis on healing
continued into the sixteenth century.


Medical historians divide medical practitioners into physicians, surgeons and
apothecaries, but there was considerable overlap, and the bulk of medical care was
probably carried out by local wise people, including priests and knights, the latter
bringing knowledge back from the Arab world, as well as being familiar with the
treatment of trauma; the Knights Hospitallers were noted for their medical skills.


Apothecaries, derived from the Spicers’ and later the Grocers’ Companies, made up
and provided medicines, such as ointments, spices, flavourings, electuaries (medicine
in a paste), suppositories, etc., and were grouped with other professions in smaller
towns. Royal spicers are recorded in the Court Rolls.


Surgery flourished during the Anglo-European wars and royal surgeons were paid
to be attached to campaigns. In London in 1540 they became incorporated with the
barbers, only later becoming separate and, contrary to modern opinion, some were
university educated and wrote practical ‘textbooks’.


Physicians, however, were not so organised. At first many took holy orders and then
developed medical skills, as did Thomas Linacre PRCP (1460–1524), but gradually
more men of the middle classes became solely physicians. The elite few were
educated at Oxford and Cambridge universities, where medicine was first taught in
the fourteenth century, and became ‘doctors of physic’. The physician was a generalist
and expected to care for both the body and mind, i.e. the mental and religious state,
plus lifestyle, diet, exercise, etc. They recommended medicines, which were usually
supplied by the apothecary, and surgical procedures. It is probable that, particularly
outside of London, they also performed some surgery themselves. Thus in the next
century Henry VIII confirmed that physicians could perform surgery, but generally
physicians supervised treatments. Medical teaching at the time emphasised, as it
does today, the importance of talking to the patient to understand what was troubling
the body and mind. It also advocated examining the pulse and urine, and apparently
the faeces and blood; not only the colour of blood, but also its warmth and taste were
held to be important!


Most physicians must have learned their clinical skills by some form of apprenticeship.
Those few who went to the two universities first studied and debated astrology,
philosophy and theology for several years, followed by the classical medical authors,
and concluded with an oral examination, incorporation and a licence. Knowledge of
astrology was important in deciding which treatment was indicated. Geoffrey Chaucer
(1343–1400) tells us that the ‘Doctour of Phisik’ was familiar with: ‘Esculapis’
(Aesculapius; first century BC, Rome), ‘Deyscorides’ (Dioscorides, first century AD,
Rome), ‘Rufus of Ephesus’ (first century AD, Egypt), ‘Olde Ypocras’ (Hippocrates,
fifth century BC, Greece), ‘Haly’ (Hali ibn Abbas, ninth to tenth centuries AD, Persia),
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‘Galyen’ (Galen, second century AD, Rome), ‘Serapion’ (presumably the Younger,
twelfth century AD, city unknown; a fourteenth-century copy of his book is preserved
in the library of Merton College, Oxford), ‘Rhazis’ (Rhazes, Muhammed ibn Zakariya al-
Razi, ninth century AD, Persia), ‘Avycen’ (Avicenna, Ibn Sina, tenth century AD, Persia),
‘Averrois’ (Averrhoes, Abn al-Walid, twelfth century AD, Cordoba), ‘Gilbertyn’ (Gilbertus
Anglicus, thirteenth century AD, Montpellier), ‘Constantyn’ (Constantine the African, 
or Constantine the Moor, eleventh century AD, Carthage), Bernard’ (Bernard de
Gordon, thirteenth to fourteenth centuries AD, Montpellier), ‘Gatesden’ (John
Gaddesden, thirteenth to fourteenth centuries AD, London) and ‘Damascien’ (John
Damascene, tenth century AD, Baghdad and Egypt).
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