
 

 

BOOK REVIEW 

 
Thomas G. Benedek, M.D. 

Medicine and Humor from the Writings of Hans Sachs and Hans Folz, Meistersinger 

 

Here, the author, a retired physician presents a marvelous scholarly work, shedding light on many aspects 

of cultural life in medieval Germany. He uses Hans Sachs and Hans Folz, the two best known Meistersinger 

as examples to show the depth and impact of their lives. To many of us Hans Sachs is best known from 

Richard Wagner’s opera Die Meistersinger von Nürnberg, but we are offered a much deeper view into life 

in that town than could be garnered from Wagner’s 1868 opera. It is fortunate that much material by and 

about the Meistersinger exists and is the source of the author’s book of 385 pages. Probably the best 

documentation of the lives of the Meistersinger is a book by J.C.Wagenseil (1633-1705), Von der 

MeisterSinger holdseligen Kunst, published in 1697, thus well after the time that Folz (1438-1513) and 

Sachs (1494-1576) lived. Still, much is known about the Meistersinger, their guild and art. Folz was a 

physician, Sachs a shoemaker, thus indicating the broad spectrum from where the Meistersinger 

recruited. They were well trained and certified in special schools where they had to present original 

material to graduate. Their profession was considered noble. Around 1500 there were about 250 

Meistersinger in Southern Germany, where the last official Meistersinger died in 1922. The Meistersinger 

wrote their own songs, often also plays and poems. 

The scope of the material presented by the author is wide and addresses many aspects of medieval life, 

here focused on humor and on medicine. The drollery of their humor seems somewhat alien to us, as does 

their medicine, where gout and alcohol play a major role. To give just one example: “Uroscopy was the 

first medical laboratory test, and was increasingly resorted to for several centuries. From our point of view 

it may be considered the greatest deception of ancient medical practice.”  

Much of this book consists of the presentation of songs from the Meistersinger. Added are excerpts of 

plays, written and performed by them. One gets a thorough impression of the fine art of their writing and 

after studying this book one is tempted to go to Nuremberg where all this happened and to see what’s 

left from the Middle Ages, and to be surprised how much one still finds of that time five hundred years 

ago. Nuremberg is considered one of the best preserved German medieval towns. 

The book will appeal to those interested in history of medicine and in medieval poetry. It is again quite 

obvious that much of what we read there about medicine would nowadays be considered charlatanism. 

But the frequent poetic excurses are still delightful. Love songs really never get old or antiquated.  
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