
TASKS:  
1. Read each paragraph and give it a relevant title. 
2. Summarise each paragraph into one sentence in your book. 

 
 

 
Renaissance is a French word that means rebirth. The medical renaissance refers to a period when new 
ideas were beginning to influence medicine. These new ideas were slowly breaking down old beliefs and 
rethinking the way the world worked. At this time, Protestantism challenged the teachings of the Catholic 
Church – this made the Catholic Church less able to promote its preferred beliefs about science and nature. 
People who fell ill during the period 1500 to 1700 were likely to believe the same things about the cause of 
their illness as their medieval ancestors. Very little really changed in the practice of medicine during this 
period.  
 
 

However, all across Europe, enormous shifts were taking place in other areas of daily life. Beautiful art was 
being created in new styles and with new techniques; beliefs were changing, with new forms of Christianity 
and a more secular (not religious or in any way connected with spiritual beliefs) society was developing and 
understanding of the surrounding world was increasing with scientific discoveries. 
Because of these changes, medical knowledge grew with the changing attitudes of ordinary people. The 
general population of Europe wanted better answers to the questions about what caused disease.  
 
 

However, while the practice of medicine did not change much at this time, ideas were starting to change. 
The development of the printing press took book copying out of the hands of the church. This meant that a 
much wider variety of subjects were written about, whereas, before this time, most books were about 
religious topics. The church was no longer able to prevent ideas they disapproved of being published. For 
example, physicians could now publish works criticising Galen. 
 

The desire to explain the world in secular terms led to a big increase in the number of experiments being 
carried out. Scientists wanted to talk to each other about their new discoveries and share new ideas. This 
led to the founding of the Royal society. 

 

The Royal Society met for the first time at Gresham College in London, in 1660. Its aim was to promote and 
carry out experiments to further the understanding of Science. They also heavily promoted the sharing of 
scientific knowledge and encouraged argument over new theories and ideas. In 1662, the society received 
its royal charter from Charles II, who had a keen interest in science. (A Royal charter is a document from 
the monarch, granting a right or power to a particular person or group. A Royal Charter shows that the 
monarch is supportive of a particular project.) 

 

The support of the king gave the Royal Society credibility: if the king approved of and supported them, 
clearly they were doing something right. It also raised their profile. More people sent their work in to be 
published, or were willing to donate money supporting the scientific work of the Royal Society. The motto 
of the Royal Society was ‘Nullius in verba’. This means ‘Take nobody’s word for it’. It shows that at the 
heart of the Royal Society was a desire to find new scientific discoveries through experimenting and 
evidence. 

 



 

 

In 1665, the Society began publishing their scientific journal, called Philosophical Transactions. It was the 
world’s first scientific journal, and it continues to be published today, celebrating its 350th anniversary in 
2015. When it was first published, the journal consisted of letters, book reviews and summaries of 
experiments and observations carried out by European scientists. Philosophical Transactions provided a 
vitally important platform from which scientists could share their work, and therefore contributed a great 
deal to the spread of medical ideas. For example, they published several letters from Leeuwenhoek, in 
which he described his observations of ‘animalcules’. 

 

The Royal Society offered funding for translations of scientific texts. It encouraged its members to write 
their reports in English instead of Latin, and straightforward language, to make it accessible for everyone. It 
also requested that members provide a copy of any of their submissions, which would be put into a 
reference library and made available for anybody to study. 

 

The Royal Society made it possible for physicians and scientists to access and study each other’s research. 
It was therefore very important in the development of new medical ideas. 

 

When Leeuwenhoek’s work was received by the Royal Society, they gave it to their microscope enthusiast, 
Robert Hooke. Hooke used his own microscope to confirm what Leeuwenhoek had seen. Because it was 
published in Philosophical Transactions, news of the new discovery spread quickly and widely. 

 

 

 


