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The history of the relationship between medicine and »waters« is long, stretching back into antiquity and 

perhaps even prehistoric times. The Greco-Roman world had its baths, the medieval world its bathhouses 

and healing fountains, the eighteenth century its fashionable spas, and the nineteenth century its 

hydrotherapies. Today, it is hard to imagine a world without bottled water and virtually tout le monde is 

obsessed with the health value of H2O. At each stage in this hydro-history, the interactions between 

medicine and societies, the subtitle of this neat little collection of essays, have assumed a major role. So, 

too, however, does the persistence, at least through the early modern period, of water as one of the four 

principal elements underlying the fluid economy of that era’s principal medical »system«: humoralism. 

Balneotherapy or le thermalisme, however, has its own particular history and that is the subject of 

»Séjourner au bain«. In the fourteenth century, a »new branch of medicine« – bathing in or drinking waters 

– took shape in Italy; by the fifteenth century, it had spread to Germany, where it flourished over the 

subsequent hundred years. The six essays in this volume address these developments along with a single 

contribution on the related use of oil: »L’oleo de Monte Gibio«.

In the conclusion of the volume, Chiara Crisciani describes the overall purpose and intent of the collection 

(and the 2005 conference that birthed it), as »justement de susciter des questions et d’ouvrir de nouvelles 

pistes de recherches« (p. 150). While the various authors indeed do open up new pathways, they also 

tread upon them and produce more than just a set of research questions or indications of where research 

should fruitfully be directed; in fact, each contribution offers a richly informative look at important topics 

and advances well-substantiated conclusions. The three opening essays, focusing primarily on Italy, 

meticulously examine several central, if not always well-known, texts, carefully tracing out their 

authenticity, internal borrowings, and evolutions. But if texts are paramount here, the authors who study 

them also carefully draw out the larger medical historical and social historical aspects they address or 

raise, and emphasize the movement toward empirical knowledge by the authors and physicians involved. 

They document the shifting emphasis in argument from authorities to experience, accentuating the 

growing interest in popular and local knowledge as valid and, indeed, indispensable to an accurate 

assessment of the various »waters« and the best manner of employing them. These three essays taken 

together highlight the importance of the connection between the literature on waters with courts and 

aristocratic society and the rise of a new medical knowledge linked to les thermes. Furthermore, they 
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illustrate how the experience and knowledge of physicians came to be privileged. Indeed, as Gabriella 

Zuccorlin notes at the end of her essay on »Les bains d’Acqui Terme«, »l’experience […] deviant le critère 

principal d’authentification de la vérite des informations et des conseils dispensés par les médicins« (p. 

61).

Despite the weight placed here on texts, therefore, the articles on the Italian thermes of the fourteenth 

through sixteenth centuries also consider social milieus. That tendency, however, becomes far more 

pronounced and more expansive in the three contributions on the Germanies. The sixteenth century was 

the highpoint of hydrotherapy and balneotherapy in Germany, in the form of bathing, and was where an 

extensive »spa literature« arose. These writings reflected the growing use of the vernacular both 

employed by the laity and able to engage it. Whereas the Renaissance had assumed a critical role in how 

balneotherapy developed in Italy – as the stress on texts suggests –in Germany humanism was key. Thus, 

with the proliferation of spa literature that included travel accounts, reports by physicians and medical 

laypeople, and the ruminations of humanists who used the spa occasion to comment on manners and 

morals, these authors expand their analyses to cover a much larger slice of later medieval and early 

modern life and also delve more deeply into the commercial side of spas. 

To sum up, »Séjourner au bain« identifies the genesis of a thermalisme that boasted a long heritage in 

European life. If one perhaps desires to learn more about how the ideas, institutions, and habits generated 

in the fourteenth, fifteenth, and sixteenth centuries would later develop and how balneotherapy persisted, 

but also changed, over the subsequent five hundred years, such could hardly be considered the requisite 

task of these scholars. Instead, we should be grateful to them for their attempts to outline, and in many 

cases actually flesh out, the history of the medicinal use of waters in its early years. The result is a volume 

at once erudite and accessible that showcases the skills of the authors in their profound understanding of 

the relevant literature, their sensitivity to the social history involved, and their awareness of the broader 

implications of what may first seem a rather narrow topic or even a mere curiosity.
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