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Love’s Disembodiment:

Evolution of Lovesickness in Early Modern
Medical Texts

Lei, Bi-qi Beatrice”

Abstract

Throughout the Middle Ages, love was understood to involve both the body
and the soul. Aristotle’s faculty psychology, Hippocrates’ humor theory, and
Galen’s clinical observations together established the foundation for a medical
discussion of love. Their theories were developed and synthesized by Eastern
medieval doctors, and then reintroduced to Europe in the eleventh century. Eros
was a disease both mental and somatic, a perspective reflected in its etiology,
symptoms, and treatments. Bridging body and mind, imagination became
prominent in medieval medical and literary discourses on love. Led by Ficino,
Renaissance Neoplatonists changed this dualistic outlook by denying the
physical aspect of love. According to them, phantasms are more beautiful than
the beloved’s person, and purely spiritual union suffices. Their disembodiment
of love eventually permeated early modern medicine. Many sixteenth- and
seventeenth-century doctors subscribed to the theory by separating love from sex
and prioritizing the imaginative over the corporeal. Ferrand’s comprehensive
treatise illustrates his profound knowledge in the subject, but also betrays the
physicians’ impotence in curing this disease of the mind, thus ironically
surrendering their territory to philosophy, poetry, and religion.

Keywords: lovesickness, imagination, internal senses, Neoplatonism, history of
medicine
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