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was called back at that time. In sum, this is a useful book for anyone 
needing to identify objects in Renaissance literature or works of art. 
The author shows that conspicuous consumption was not limited to 
the upper classes at Siena. Instead members of the “middle class” with 
their precarious place below the patriciate and above the working poor 
used possessions to distinguish their dwelling places and thus advertise 
their social place and aspirations.

Alisha Rankin. The Poison Trials: Wonder Drugs, Experiment, and 
the Battle for Authority in Renaissance Science. Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press, 2021. vi + 329 pp. $35.00. Review by Celeste 
Chamberland, Roosevelt University.

In an era during which novel experimental methods intersected 
with fears of political assassination, experiments known as poison trials, 
which centered on demonstrating the efficacy of acclaimed antidotes, 
gained widespread support from natural philosophers and their pa-
trons throughout Europe. Emblematic of a growing frenzy for wonder 
drugs in the Renaissance, poison cures generated widespread interest 
not only for their purported ability to neutralize toxic substances, but 
also because they held the promise of curing a variety of fearsome ill-
nesses and ailments. As materia medica from new lands increasingly 
made its way into Europe in the sixteenth century, interest in the 
untapped curative potential of such remedies grew and inspired great 
optimism in the promise of mysterious preparations like Caravita’s Oil 
and Silesian terra sigillata. Closely tied to the expanding drug trade 
and the increasing influence of print culture, poison trials flourished 
in response to the growing demand for pharmaceutical panaceas that 
captivated the courts and markets of Europe. 

In this sharp and engaging analysis of these fascinating yet widely 
overlooked experiments, Alisha Rankin persuasively demonstrates that 
the poison trials shed much light on the shifting definitions of medi-
cal ethics and the relationship between the marketplace and scientific 
authority in the Renaissance. By couching the trials in terms of public 
utility and intellectual enrichment rather than profit, physicians effec-
tively reinforced their occupational prestige and gained the patronage 
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of influential popes and princes. Within the larger experimental culture 
of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries delineated by scholars such as 
Gianna Pomata and Nancy Siraisi, Rankin’s study calls attention to 
another vital but overlooked component of the construction of early 
modern medical knowledge. By linking the clinical encounter with 
emergent experimental methods, poison trials provided a unique op-
portunity to expand the scope of learned medicine and concepts of 
proof and evidence. In the Covid-19 era, during which fears of disease 
agents and the enthusiasm for vaccine trials parallel Renaissance efforts 
to secure potent remedies for occult toxins, Rankin’s timely analysis 
aligns with a much longer historical timeline that demonstrates the 
striking similarities between the early modern search for pharmaceu-
tical panaceas and contemporary quests for effective anti-viral drugs 
and preventive measures.  

Based on a broad spectrum of archival and print sources, rang-
ing from Galenic treatises to gruesome eyewitness trial accounts, The 
Poison Trials explores an expansive range of medical knowledge and 
testimony that effectively contextualizes the emergent epistemology 
of drug trials and human experimentation. Rather than primarily 
pursuing commercial success, the physicians who oversaw the trials 
sought to couch them in terms of learned medical research. For that 
reason, they avidly recorded and published the details of both success-
ful and unsuccessful trials as a means of setting themselves apart from 
itinerant healers selling their wares in public marketplace spectacles 
throughout Europe. Whereas so-called empirics hawked wonder drugs 
like theriac for profit, physicians sought and received endorsements 
from powerful popes and princes, such as Charles X of France, Duke 
Cosimo de Medici of Tuscany, and Pope Clement VII. These power-
ful leaders also helped legitimize the practice of experimenting on 
human subjects at a time when the prevailing influence of Christian 
theology generated anxiety about interfering with the test subjects’ 
path to salvation. 

Although the experimental culture of sixteenth-century Europe 
had developed independently of the poison trials as a means of reflect-
ing the growing shift toward direct observation and the acquisition 
of proof among the intellectual elite, the trials offered an important 
means of challenging the boundaries of conventional text-based medi-
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cal theories and research protocols. As natural philosophers began to 
question ancient textual systems of knowledge, the early contours of 
what would become known as the scientific method enabled practi-
tioners to find answers through processes of direct observation rather 
than textual exegesis. Such experiments, moreover, provided an ef-
fective method of replicating results to persuade reluctant audiences. 
Unlike other forms of scientific experimentation of the era, however, 
the administrators of poison trials faced the additional challenge of 
distinguishing themselves from marketplace quacks and empirics 
whose motivation was principally monetary rather than academic. 
By meticulously recording details, securing the support of influential 
patrons, and publishing the outcome of both successful and unsuc-
cessful antidotes, physicians overseeing the poison trials succeeded 
in reinforcing the prestige of their intellectual integrity, but also, in 
the process, created a new scholarly genre: the poison trial account. 

Based on the premise that animal experimentation could not 
fully yield sufficient information about the effects of wonder drugs 
on human subjects, Renaissance poison trials centered on testing 
antidotes on condemned criminals in Italy, France, and the Holy 
Roman Empire in the mid to late sixteenth century. While one test 
subject would typically serve as the control and consume deadly 
poison, a second test subject would receive the antidote along with 
the poison as a means of authentically demonstrating the efficacy of 
both substances. Although some of the prisoners were not informed 
they would be serving as human test subjects and were surreptitiously 
fed poison-laced marzipan or eggs, there is some evidence that others 
willingly submitted. Agreeing to serve as a poison trial subject not only 
enabled condemned criminals to avoid the shame and humiliation of 
a public execution, but potentially offered the chance to escape death 
in the event that the prisoner survived the poison. 

Whereas dissecting dead bodies had formed the focus of much 
medical investigation in late medieval and early modern Europe, the 
use of living subjects in the poison trials became increasingly accepted 
after the presumed poisoning death of Pope Leo X in 1522 called 
attention to the need for effective antidotes. After Rome suffered a 
devastating plague outbreak in 1524, moreover, Pope Clement VII 
became particularly interested in the potential curative powers of 
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celebrated elixirs like Caravita’s Oil to serve as both poison antidote 
and plague cure. Within the world of Renaissance medicine, poison 
antidotes not only held the promise of potentially reversing the ef-
fects of toxic chemical agents, but could also theoretically serve as 
universal remedies for a wide variety of other lethal conditions of the 
time, ranging from plague to smallpox. Supporting poison trials thus 
emphasized Clement’s commitment to the public good in tandem 
with reinforcing the legitimacy of experimenting on human subjects. 
Papal approval ultimately secured full legal and religious support for 
the trials, which contemporaries construed to be far more valuable 
than the lives of condemned criminals. Nevertheless, the desire to 
prevent any type of unrest or anxiety in response to the poison trials’ 
potentially unsavory connotations led to the development of protocols 
that emphasized the common good and reinforced the assertion that 
criminals still needed to be punished for their crimes. Those who led 
the trials assured observers that the subjects would not be prevented 
from dying a ‘good death’ with the possibility of redemption. 

In addition to the poison trials’ influence on the nascent protocol 
of human experimentation, Rankin also calls attention to the ways 
in which the trials bolstered Paracelsian theory and cast doubt on the 
foundations of Galenic medical epistemology. Paracelsus’ emphasis 
on the symbiotic relationship between poison and cure in the natural 
world posed a significant challenge to prevailing Galenic emphasis 
on universals. By emphasizing the need to distinguish poisonous and 
healing elements along with his reliance on alchemical principles, 
Paracelsus served as a vital source of inspiration for the poison trials. 
As Rankin explains, this shift in knowledge led to the rise of entre-
preneurs who specialized in medical alchemy and recast clay-based 
antidotes like terra sigilata as distilled elixirs and metallic substances, 
thus providing an additional level of support for Paracelsus’ emphasis 
on the alchemical tria prima. 

Although experimentation on condemned criminals largely fell 
out of favor by the end of the sixteenth century, interest in poison 
trials and experimentation persisted well into the seventeenth century 
in the works of natural philosophers and physicians, such as William 
Harvey, who turned his attention to animal experimentation rather 
than human subjects. Human poison trials as a consequence, largely 
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disappeared from the historical record, but fascination with poison 
antidotes persisted within scientific circles and generated interest in 
developing new ways of testing medicines. The experimental pro-
cedures established by the poison trials of the Renaissance laid the 
groundwork for the eventual formalization of pharmaceutical research. 
Rather than blindly promoting magic bullets, physicians’ participa-
tion in the poison trials not only made important contributions to 
the development of experimental pharmacology, but also established 
nascent ethical parameters pertaining to research conducted on hu-
man subjects. 

Although the lurid details of the poison trial accounts read like 
a chilling Netflix true-crime documentary that likely captivated all 
those who encountered them, Alisha Rankin deftly demonstrates 
that, despite their sensationalist appeal, these records performed an 
important role in the emergence of medical experimentation practices. 
This stirring topic will undoubtedly be of great intrinsic interest to a 
broad audience of early modern scholars and non-specialists alike, but 
Rankin’s analysis is no mere sensationalist frippery. The Poison Trials is 
a painstakingly researched and shrewd analysis that links a burgeoning 
experimental tradition to larger shifts in the scientific and political 
culture of early modern Europe. As Rankin ably demonstrates, the 
poison trials shed much light on the shifting connections between 
medical practice, nascent research trials, and ideas about proof and 
evidence in the Renaissance. In addition to its contributions to the 
history of early modern European science, The Poison Trials, moreover, 
also provides much insight into the political climate of the sixteenth 
century, since many princes became ardent supporters of the poison 
trials in the hopes that they might encounter a new means of protect-
ing themselves from widely feared assassination attempts. 


