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pages). By comparison, the question of how all
this enlightenment was to convert Otto van
Eck into the sort of politically engaged
individual that his father viewed as the ideal
citizen of his new state receives only slight
attention. This problem is part of a curious
juxtaposition throughout much of the work,
with contemporary books used to provide
context for the diary, but comparatively
minimal analysis of one in light of the other.
Occasionally this leads to absurdities, such as
three and a half pages on Revolutionary
catechisms followed by a comment that Otto
van Eck never read one. Sometimes it allows
platitudinous comments about scientific
progress (in relation to inoculation). This
compares unfavourably with te Heesen’s
discussion of how the principle of order in
contemporary didactic literature served to
allocate children of the German Buirgertum to
their proper station in life. Ultimately, we gain
an understanding of Otto as a child of his time,
but no new outlook on the period itself.

Emma C. Spary,
The Wellcome Trust Centre for the
History of Medicine at UCL
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Morten Skydsgaard’s biography of the Danish
physician Ole Bang (1788-1877) is an
informative and important book about a period
of transition in nineteenth-century Danish
medicine. Bang held several of the most
significant posts available to physicians in
Denmark. He was a professor at the university
of Copenhagen, and he was the chief physician
at the largest hospital in the capital, Frederik’s
Hospital. Among the prominent patients in
Bang’s lucrative private practice were the
Danish and Russian royal families.
Throughout his career he advocated a
medicine grounded on careful observation at
the bedside. He reformed medical education,
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putting clinical teaching into practice at the
medical faculty. His methods of treatment
became influential among Danish medical
practitioners, and he was famous for his
clinical skills. Bang was also engaged in
health politics, and played an important role in
the formation of a common curriculum for
surgeons and physicians, thus putting an end
to a long rivalry between the medical faculty
and the surgical academy.

During his long and active professional life
(he retired in 1874, aged eighty-six), Bang was
respected and recognised as one of Denmark’s
leading medical figures. However, soon after
his death he was branded a reactionary and
accused of opposing new ideas, thereby
hampering progress in Danish medicine — a
view which has been generally accepted in
Danish historiography until now. In this
carefully researched book a more complicated
picture is painted.

Skydsgaard confirms that Bang remained
faithful throughout his life to the Hippocratic
doctrine of vis medicatrix nature, or the
healing powers of nature. He believed that the
organism did not accept disease passively but
counteracted it by trying to rectify the
disturbed equilibrium. Nature was, therefore,
the best physician, but the human physician
could help nature to fulfil its goal by removing
obstacles to its action, thus assisting in the
organism’s own attempt to recover. Bang
employed traditional remedies like purgatives,
emetics, diapnoic drugs, sialagogues and
bloodletting. However, as Skydsgaard shows,
he also participated fully in the new medical
debates, and, early in his career particularly,
he was a proponent of change in many areas.
He introduced the stethoscope to Denmark,
and studied in the French style pathological
changes of the bowels during typhoid fever.
He also engaged in medical meteorology,
trying to generate new knowledge about
epidemics based on an analysis of
meteorological data. Furthermore, he
advocated the use of statistics in medicine, and
regularly published data on morbidity and
mortality from Frederik’s Hospital. Later in
life, however, he became sceptical of the
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increasing technicality of medicine, which, he
held, distanced the physician from the patient.
Consequently Bang found himself in
opposition to younger colleagues, who
emphasised the importance of autopsies,
microscopy and animal experiments. For him,
medicine was centred on the individual,
carefully tailored to each patient, whereas for
younger doctors objectivity and regularity
took precedence over the individual.

The most interesting chapter is that in
which Skydsgaard analyses this period of
change in Danish medicine by looking at how
various physicians worked with one single
disease — typhoid. He demonstrates well that
new and, in retrospect, ‘correct’ ideas do not
spread without friction. Also, it allows him to
compare treatment methods. Bang’s younger
colleagues, more favourably received in
Danish historiography due to their
introduction of ‘modern’ methods such as
microscopy and laboratory tests, basically
treated typhoid fever no differently than did
Bang himself.

Nevertheless, while overall this is a well-
constructed and interesting piece of research
work, it is not without its flaws. Perhaps most
importantly, Skydsgaard’s selection of sources
is too limited. He has studied published
articles and books, as well as newspapers and
letters from the period, but omitted hospital
records. It is difficult to understand why this
vital primary source of therapeutic data is
ignored, and second- and third-hand
descriptions of such treatment used instead.
Additionally, Skydsgaard is not very
comfortable or convincing when it comes to
medical philosophy. His discussions of
nosology and diagnostics are confusing,
perhaps owing to insufficient knowledge of
the important change from medical semiotics
to medical diagnostics in the early nineteenth
century. Finally, this is very much a book
about Denmark, and, if more of Bang’s
professional life had been placed in an
international context, the work would have
gained from a wider view.

But, despite these flaws, there is no doubt
that Skydsgaard has written a well-researched

book about this interesting period in Danish
medicine.

Anne Kveim Lie,
University of Oslo
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In Ship’s Surgeons of the Dutch East India
Company: Commerce and the Progress of
Medicine in the Eighteenth Century, Iris
Bruijn successfully condenses a vast amount
of detailed research into an accessible and
interesting account of her subjects. It is
Bruijn’s stated aim to rescue these employees
of the Dutch East India Company (VOC) from
what she terms a prevailing historical ‘black
legend’ that labels the ship’s surgeon a ‘mere
village barber, a good-for-nothing and an
illiterate’. In this, Bruijn possibly overlooks a
significant volume of recent research that has
gone a good way to demonstrating the fallacy
of that image, certainly for the nineteenth
century. However, the eighteenth century has
received significantly less attention from other
historians. The data she has collected for the
VOC is impressive and significant in its own
right, but also provides a very important
source of comparison with other European
seafaring nations, widening our understanding
of the overall picture of medicine at sea during
this period.

The opening chapters provide the reader
with a useful summary of the medical system
of the Dutch Republic in the eighteenth
century, both on land and at sea, the avenues
of medical education, and differences between
urban and country practice. The picture of
maritime health and medicine presented will
be familiar to historians of this period, while
also highlighting the unique features of the
Dutch experience. Those hoping to find in this
volume details of the day-to-day medical
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