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Book Review

The Common Lot: Sickness, Medical Occupations and the Urban
Poor in Early Modern England

Ma rg a re t  P e lling . The Common Lot: Sickness, Medical Occupations and the Urban Poor in Early Modern England.
London: Long man, 19 9 8. xiv + 270  pp. Ill. $30 .0 0 .

Twe nty ye ars  ag o, in a s ympos ium org aniz e d to  ce le brate  the  fiBie th annive rs ary of the  Johns  Hopkins
Ins titute  of the  His tory of Me dicine , Charle s  We bs te r calle d for a ne w s ocial his tory of me dicine . Urg ing  his
colle ag ue s  to  he e d the  advice  oCe re d s ome  four de cade s  e arlie r by He nry S ig e ris t, Ins titute  dire ctor from
19 32 to  19 47, he  challe ng e d his torians  of me dicine  to  wide n the  s cope  of the ir s tudie s  to  include  all forms
and conte xts  of me dical provis ion and all dime ns ions  of the  patie nt's  e xpe rie nce .  By the  time  We bs te r
is s ue d his  call he  had alre ady contribute d to  an impre s s ive  e xample  of the  ne w s ocial his tory, a
compre he ns ive  e xamination of the  broad s pe ctrum of me dical practice  in s ixte e nth-ce ntury Eng land
coauthore d with his  forme r s tude nt Marg are t Pe lling .  S ince  that critical mome nt, Pe lling  has  e s tablis he d
he r own re putation as  a le ading  fig ure  in the  ne w s ocial his tory of me dicine , as  s he  has  plung e d more  and
more  de e ply and with incre as ing ly pe ne trating  ins ig ht into  the  comple xitie s  of me dical practice , s ickne s s ,
and dis ability in e arly mode rn Eng land.

The  volume  unde r re vie w colle cts  te n of Pe lling 's  s tudie s  unde rtake n in the  e ig htie s  and nine tie s . S e ve n of
the m we re  pre vious ly publis he d as  journal article s  or book chapte rs ; thre e  are  publis he d he re  for the  firs t
time . All te n e s s ays  have  [End P a g e  3 5 7 ] be e n update d and re vis e d in the  lig ht of incre as ing ly
s ophis ticate d re ce nt s cholars hip. Pe lling  als o  provide s  a wonde rfully writte n introduction that s e ts  out he r
bas ic  approach to  the  s ocial his tory of me dicine  and the  the me s  of the  pre s e nt volume .

Many of Pe lling 's  finding s  are  s tunning . S he  te lls  us , for e xample , that in the  late  s ixte e nth and e arly
s e ve nte e nth ce nturie s  municipalitie s  and paris he s  in various  parts  of Eng land provide d cons ide rable
me dical s e rvice , re g arding  s uch e xpe nditure s  as  "le g itimate  an obje ct of charity as  los s e s  by fire , or
s hipwre ck" (p. 241). In Norwich, at le as t thirty-four of the  city's  nume rous  practitione rs  we re  e mploye d at
s ome  time  by the  city, and more  than one -third of the s e  we re  wome n. Pe lling  als o  te lls  us  that in the  s ame
pe riod a s ys te m e volve d for taking  care  of the  infirm e lde rly by the  "s haring  out" of childre n. According  to
this  s ys te m, the  e lde rly live d in the ir own hous e holds  apart from the ir marrie d childre n, while  "the  ale rtne s s ,
mobility, and de xte rity of childre n of pre -appre ntice  ag e  . . . adde d g re atly to  the  viability of . . . an e lde rly
hous e hold with dis able d me mbe rs " (p. 149 ).

More  s pe culative ly but ve ry pe rs uas ive ly, Pe lling  conne cts  the  ris e  of voluntary hos pitals  in the  e arly
e ig hte e nth ce ntury with the  de cline  of appre ntice s hip in the  late r s e ve nte e nth. S ince  mas te rs  we re
re s pons ible  for the ir appre ntice s  in "s ickne s s  and in he alth" (p. 124), whe n the  s ys te m of inde nture  with its
atte ndant oblig ations  be g an to  chang e , othe r ins titutions  may we ll have  e volve d to  take  ove r this  s hiBing
s ocie tal function. Mos t dramatically, Pe lling  conne cts  the  clos e  as s ociation of late -s ixte e nth-ce ntury
barbe r-s urg e ons  with trade s me n conce rne d with dre s s  and adornme nt, the  s e lling  of tobacco and
alcoholic  be ve rag e s , and the  provis ion of mus ical e nte rtainme nt, to  the  role  of the  barbe r-s urg e on's  s hop
as  a public  "place  of re s ort" (p. 223). As  s ocial and e conomic cris is  de e pe ne d, the  de mand incre as e d for
"s uch cons olations  as  alcohol, g ambling --and me dicine . . . . the  barbe r's  s hop, like  the  ale hous e , may have
e me rg e d more  s trong ly as  anothe r of the  frag me nte d, comme rcialis e d alte rnative s  to  the  paris h church as  a
ce ntre  of communal activity" (p. 229 ).

The s e  fe w s ampling s  from its  many riche s  s hould make  cle ar why The Common Lot is  s o  we lcome  an addition
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to  the  lite rature  on the  s ocial his tory of me dicine , and the re  is  much more  of s olidity, s ubtle ty, and de pth. On
the  othe r hand, the  book has  its  flaws  and frus trations , mos t of which de rive  from its  orig in...
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