
c1250ςc1500: Medicine in medieval England

Medieval medicine: approaches including natural, 
supernatural, ideas of Hippocratic and Galenicmethods and 
treatments; the medieval doctor; training, beliefs about 
cause of illness.
Medical progress: the contribution of Christianity to medical 
progress and treatment; hospitals; the nature and 
importance of Islamic medicine and surgery; surgery in 
medieval times, ideas and techniques. 
Public health in the Middle Ages: towns and monasteries; 
the Black Death in Britain, beliefs about its causes, 
treatment and prevention.



Astrology and the supernatural

The alignment of the planets and stars 

was important in diagnosingillness. 

Star charts would be used by 

physicians. This was a supernatural 

explanation for disease. Witchcraft 

was also feared and many believed 

the world was full of demons trying to 

cause trouble and death. Any sudden 

diseases that spread quickly were 

blamed on evil.

Miasma

A miasma was bad air that was believed to 

be filled with harmful fumes. Hippocrates 

and Galen (see case study)  both wrote 

that swamps, corpses and other rotting 

matter could transmit disease. 

Smells and vapours were also associated 

with God - a sweet smelling home was a 

sign of spiritual cleanliness. 

aŜŘƛŜǾŀƭ ǇƘȅǎƛŎƛŀƴǎ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ƛǘ ΨŎƻǊǊǳǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ 

ǘƘŜ ŀƛǊΩΦ

Religion

People in medieval England were very religious and 

followed the Catholic religion. Illness was very 

common (malnutrition was very common) and 

remained a mystery so the Church used religion to 

provide the answers(see case study).They taught 

that sins would be punished by God and that the 

God or the devil could send disease. The church also 

declared that a miracle had happened when they 

recovered, thanks to prayer. Leprosy was a disease 

believed to have been sent by God.  

The Four Humours Theory

This was an idea from Ancient Greek times . It 

stated that, as the world was made up of four 

different elements, the body was made up of four 

different humours:

¶ Blood

¶ Phlegm

¶ Black bile (clotted blood ςcould be in 

excrement or vomit)

¶ Yellow bile (pus or vomit)

The theory was created by Ancient Greek 

physician Hippocrates (see case study) ςhe 

observed patients carefully and recorded his 

findings. The idea of the humours fitted what he 

saw. In Ancient Rome, Galen, another famous 

doctor, developed the theory further. He created 

the Theory of Opposites, for example he said that 

an excess of phlegm could be cured by eating hot 

peppers, a fever could be cured by cucumbers to 

cool the patient down. He also said that blood 

was created in the liver and circulated around the 

body.

The belief was that the humours needed to be balanced and equal ςif they were not then a person became ill. The theory said each 

humour was linked to certain characteristics e.g. a fever was caused by too much blood. The humours were linked to the seasons e.g. 

phlegm was linked to winter. Astrology was an important part of this was the humours were connected to star signs as well as personality 

traits. The theory could be used to explain almost any kind of illness ςphysical or mental. There was no other scientific explanation for 

the cause of disease. 



Two men, perhaps more than any others, contributed to the Western view of 
medicine and health at this time. They were Hippocrates and Galen.

HIPPOCRATES, 460-370 BC
ÅBorn in Greece 460 BC
ÅBased his thinking 

around the Four 
Humours. These were 
to be kept in balance if 
people were to be kept 
healthy.

ÅHe believed doctors 
should observe 
symptoms.

ÅHe believed diet and 
rest were important to 
ǇŀǘƛŜƴǘΩǎ ǊŜŎƻǾŜǊȅΦ

ÅRegarded as the father 
of modern medicine

ÅEven today doctors take 
the HIPPOCRATIC OATH

GALEN AD130 ςC210
ÅBorn in what is now 

Turkey in AD130
Å¢ƻƻƪ IƛǇǇƻŎǊŀǘŜǎΩ ƛŘŜŀǎ 

further
ÅHe dissected animals to 

help him understand 
the human body

ÅHe worked in a gladiator 
school treating fighters

ÅHe based his medical 
ideas around the Four 
Humours

THE THEORY OF THE FOUR HUMOURS
Hippocrates wrote:The human body contains blood, phlegm, 
yellow bile and black bile. These are the things that make up 
its constitution and cause its pains and health. Health is 
primarily that state in which these constituent substances are 
in the correct proportion to each other, both in strength and 
quantity, and are well mixed. Pain occurs when one of the 
substances presents either a deficiency or an excess, or is 
separated in the body and not mixed with others.

Hippocrates had theorised that illnesses were not a curse from 
God. They were due to an in balance in the body. This was 
important because people now realised that illnesses could be 
prevented ςas opposed to being religious punishments whereby 
nothing could be done to cure oneself.  

DŀƭŜƴΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ arrived in Europe via Islamic texts and beliefs. 
/ƘǳǊŎƘ ƭŜŀŘŜǊǎ ƭƻƻƪŜŘ ŎŀǊŜŦǳƭƭȅ ŀǘ DŀƭŜƴΩǎ ǿƻǊƪǎ ŀƴŘ ŘŜŎƛŘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ 
they fitted Christian ideas because he had always referred to the 
ά/ǊŜŀǘƻǊέΦ 5ƻŎǘƻǊǎ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜŘ Ƙƛǎ ƛŘŜŀǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŎƻǊǊŜŎǘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ 
nothing could prove them wrong. Even dissection (on human 
ōƻŘƛŜǎύ ǿŀǎ ǘŀǳƎƘǘ ŦǊƻƳ DŀƭŜƴΩǎ ōƻƻƪ ǿƘƛƭŜ ŀƴ ŀǎǎƛǎǘŀƴǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ 
point to the relevant part of the body ςremember Galen had 
only dissected animals! 



[ƛŦŜ ŦƻǊ Ƴŀƴȅ  ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƛƴ ƳŜŘƛŜǾŀƭ ǘƛƳŜǎ ǿŀǎ ǘƻǳƎƘΧŀƴŘ ǎƘƻǊǘΗ ¢ƘŜ ǊƛŎƘ ǿŜǊŜ ƳƻǊŜ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ǘƻ ōŜ 
able to afford treatment by a doctor than the poor and  you were more likely to find a doctor in 
the towns  compared to villages. The young were more at risk than adults.

MEDIEVAL DISEASES
Famine and war were perhaps the main killers of this period. A 
bad harvest also meant malnourishmentfor many. When 
people were malnourished it was easier to catch a disease.

{!Lb¢ !b¢Ihb¸Ω{ 5L{9!{9 was a disease caused by fungus 
growing on the grains of rye. Those who ate it died.  

DYSENTERY, TYPHOID, SMALLPOX AND MEASLES were 
widespread.  Some historians believe 10% of Britain's  
population died of these diseases.

CHILDBIRTHwas a dangerous time for women, and it is also 
likely that 30%of children died before the age of 7

Leprosya contagious disease that affects the skin, mucous 
membranes, and nerves, causing discoloration and lumps on 
the skin and, in severe cases, disfigurement and deformities. 
Leprosy is now mainly confined to tropical Africa and Asia.

Smallpox  an acute contagious viral disease, with fever and 
pustules that usually leave permanent scars. It was effectively 
eradicated through vaccination by 1979.

Medieval people ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǳǎŜǎ ƻŦ Ƴƻǎǘ 
diseases so they focused on trying to cure symptoms instead. 
The best practitioners tried following Hippocrates, to do 
no harm to their patients. Ironically treatments were brutal 
and dangerous. For example a treatment for rheumatism was 
to wear a donkey skin and a treatment for asthma was to eat 
baby frogs.



Physicians
New universities were set up across Europe making 

medicine more professional. A degree took between 7 and 

ten years to complete.

Medieval doctors were known as physicians and their main 

role was to diagnose and recommend treatment. They 

rarely actually treated the patients themselves and often 

did not examine the patient in person 

The physician would take a sample of urine, faeces and 

blood. He would then consult the astrological charts and 

humoural charts. Many doctors were also priests so were 

forbidden to bleed a patient.

¢ƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ ŜȄǇŜƴǎƛǾŜ ŀǎ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŜǊŜƴΩǘ Ƴŀƴȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƳ 

because training rook so long

Cost: £££££ (expensive!)

Apothecaries
They mainly mixed herbal remedies and had a good amount 

of knowledge, usually passed down through family. They 

were not as skilled or knowledgeable as physicians ςthey 

just mixed the prescribed medicines. Lots of people would 

see an apothecary as they were cheaper than a doctor. 

They could also prescribe poisons which went against the 

Hippocratic Oath that doctors should do no harm. They did 

not have to have a formal education and could not be 

trusted to do no harm. Some also provided amulets and 

charms.

Cost: £££ (reasonable)

Barber Surgeons
The least qualified medical professionals. They had sharp 

knives and a steady hand so could perform small surgeries 

such as extracting teeth and bleeding. 

They would advertise their services by putting a bowl of 

blood in the shop window until 1309, after that they 

displayed a sign of a bandaged, bloody arm. 

Some were highly trained, in Europe some doctors were 

surgically trained alongside medicine. They learned from 

practical experience instead of books.

Cost: ££ (good)

Women
Most people were treated by women at home; this involved 

making the patient comfortable, preparing food and mixing 

herbal remedies. 

Women would also grow plants known for their healing 

properties. There is some evidence that they also carried 

out minor surgery and bleeding but the records are patchy. 

Cost: Free (better!)



How about a treatment for a medieval 
headache?Drink warm camomile tea and then 
lie down on rosemary and lavender-scented 
pillows for 15 minutes.

Aching joints: take equal amounts of radish, bishopwort, 
garlic, wormwood, helenium, cropleekand hollowleek. 
Pound them up, and boil in butterwith celandine and red 
nettle. Keep the mixture in a brass pot until the colour is 
dark red. Spread on to aching joints.

Toothache was thought to be caused by teeth worms. Here is a 
cure for the illness.
Take a candle of sheep suet, some eringo(sea holly Eryngium
maritimum) seed being mixed therewith, and burn it as near the 
tooth as possible, some cold water being held under the candle. The 
worms (destroying the tooth) will drop into the water, in order to 
escape from the heat of the candle.

Diagnosing illness 
Urine Charts: Doctors had two other indispensable
tools for diagnosing sickness and putting it right: urine 
and the zodiac chart. Urine was a vital diagnostic tool. The 
physician would look carefully at the colour and compare 
it to a chart (see the picture). He also might smell it and, 
in some circumstances, taste it to help him decide what 
was wrong with the patient. Again, many patients today 
still submit a urine sample to help doctors diagnose their 
illness. 

Zodiac Charts: Physicians believed that body parts were 
linked to astrological signs. Something might work for an 
Aries, but not for a Pisces. Zodiac charts might also tell the 
Physicians the best time to carry out treatments.



Most people who had the money 
would go to a barber surgeon, who 
would carry out minor operations, set 
broken bones or pull teeth. To become 
a barber surgeon you had to serve an 
apprenticeship before becoming 
qualified.

These practitioners were mostly found 
in towns and cities, although some 
made a living travelling around the 
countryside. They usually travelled 
with visiting fairs.

Ordinary people would almost 
certainly depend on an apothecary 
(like a pharmacist that used herbs to 
cure illnesses). Apothecaries would sell 
medicines and mixtures from their 
shops in towns. Apothecaries would 
ǎŜƭƭ άǎƛƴƎƭŜǎέ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŀ 
treatment made from a single herb or 
spice. They might also sell 
άŎƻƳǇƻǳƴŘǎέ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŀ 
mixture of herbs and spices used to 
cure various illnesses. One compound 
was red rose, ground fine andmixed 
with bamboo juice. This would bee 
used for treating smallpox.

Wise women would also treat illnesses 
and act as midwives. They would have 
knowledge passed down to them from 
family members. They would treat 
family members in their homes and 
friends. On large farms you might 
ǊŜŎŜƛǾŜ ǘǊŜŀǘƳŜƴǘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ  άƭŀŘȅ ƻŦ 
ǘƘŜ ƘƻǳǎŜέ ǿƘƻ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƭƻƻƪ ŀŦǘŜǊ ŦŀǊƳ 
hands and labourers if they were sick 
or injured.

Barber Surgeon Apothecary Bottles



Supernatural

If the cause of illness was God, then logically 

God could also cure the illness. People could 

cure illness by:

¶ Prayers and spells

¶ Paying for mass to be said

¶ Fasting (going without food)

¶ Pilgrimages (journeys to religious places)

¶ Charms and amulets

¶ Doing nothing ςif God had sent the 

disease to clean the soul then it was 

important to let it run its course. 

Herbal remedies & Bathing

Common ingredients included mint, 

camomile, almonds, saffron, absinthe and 

turpentine. Some of these were expensive 

and difficult to find. 

Another common remedy was theriaca. This 

was a spice based mixture that could contain 

up to 70 ingredients. Galen (see case study) 

had written a book on the use of these 

particularly looking at treating snake bites and 

poisons. 

Different foods were prescribed to balance 

the humours, e.g. chicken and almonds as the 

ingredients were warm and moist. 

Warm baths were often prescribed to dissolve 

blockages in the humours. Plants and herbs 

were added to the bath water. Sometimes 

they were less pleasant ςfor paralysis 

patients were advised to boil a fox in the 

water and bathe in it ςfoxes have quick and 

nimble properties. 
Four Humours - Bleeding

Phlebotomy(bloodletting) was the most 

common treatment, bad humours could be 

removed by removing some of the blood. It was 

usually carried out by Barber Surgeons or Wise 

Women. It could be done in different ways

o Cutting a vein: a vein was cut open with a 

sharp instrument. Phlebotomy charts 

were used to show points in the body 

were bleeding was recommended for 

specific illness

o Leeches were collected for those were 

traditional bleeding was too dangerous

o Cupping: the skin was pierced until it bled, 

a heated cup was then placed over the 

cut to draw out the blood.

Some patients died from blood loss but 

physicians were not held responsible. 



SCIENCE: Science did play a part. Robert 
Grossetestefrom Oxford and Lincolnshire 
University helped developed spectacles. 
But the Church opposed the use of science 
and continued to push their ideas of using 
IƛǇǇƻŎǊŀǘŜǎ ŀƴŘ DŀƭŜƴΩǎ ǘƘŜƻǊƛŜǎΦ

In Medieval society the Church ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǘƘƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƭƛǾŜǎ ǎƻ ƛǘǎ ŀǘǘƛǘǳŘŜ ǘƻ ƳŜŘƛŎƛƴŜ ŀƭǎƻ ŀŦŦŜŎǘŜŘ 
medieval societies. The church encouraged people to pray for deliverance and hope that they would not get sick. As well 
as prayer, the Church would sell INDULGENCES (a product that was supposed to keep you safe and free from illness.) 
Pilgrimages (a journey to a holy place) were also encouraged.

Helping progress
It was regarded as a central part of Christian duty to 
look after the poor and the lack of sick, so the Church 
played a large part in developing hospitals and over 
160were set up in the twelfth and thirteenth 
centuries. Some of these were  very small, many 
were attached to monasteries and some refused to 
take in very sick people or women, but there were at 
least some places for the sick to be treated.

The Church
The Church also set up university schools of medicine 
throughout Europe where physicians could be trained 
using the texts of Hippocrates and Galen. 

Limiting Progress
The church also limited medical progress. It made it 
very difficult for scholars to dissect human bodies, 
although there is evidence of autopsies taking place. 
Most studies of dissection were still based on DŀƭŜƴΩǎ 
writings, but his work on dissection was based on 
working on animals. 

Other Factors for progress
War was everywhere in medieval times, and led to 
advances in surgery and the treatment of wounds. 
CUATERISATIONof wounds (applying extreme heat 
to create a scab and stop blood flow) was common 
but it was also fatal (people died). This led some 
surgeons to use wine as an ANTISEPTIC to clean 
wounds, others , like John Arderne, developed 
opium based pain killers. However, if a patient was 
given too much opium and hemlock they would 
die.

Army surgeons became very effective at carrying 
out amputations with a  saw and a knife. This was 
extremely painful and there was no anaesthetic. 
Finally, there were new tools such as the arrow-
cup. This was a tool designed to slide around the 
head of an arrow and then allow the surgeon to 
pull  the arrow out with ease and much less pain. 
Manuals spread from surgeon to surgeon offering 
advice on the best way to perform military 
surgery. These manuals would show typical knife, 
sword and arrow wounds. 



{ǘ .ŀǊǘƘƻƭƻƳŜǿΩǎ IƻǎǇƛǘŀƭ in 
London was set up in 1123, at 
first it specialised in the 
treatment of poor, pregnant 
women. St Mary of Bethlehem, 
established in 1247, specialised 
in the treatment of άǇƻƻǊ ŀƴŘ 
ǎƛƭƭȅέ persons. Many towns had 
leper houses outside their 
walls, or άƘƻǎǇƛǘŀƭƛǘȅέ places 
for travellers. Many small 
hospitals wereALMSHOUSES 
set up to provide a home for 
the old and those unable to 
work, who might otherwise 
have had to live on streets and 
beg for a living: not at all like a 
hospital today..

Care within a hospital: The 
first thing that happened to 
you when you rang the 
doorbell in medieval hospital 
was that you went to chapel. 
The next stop was the bath, 
and the nuns or sisters took 
your clothes, boiled them and 
baked them in the oven. You 
then went into clean sheets 
overnight. Very few hospitals 
employed either physicians or 
surgeons. Most care was 
carried out by nuns or elderly 
women. The main treatment 
however was a prayers.
Most nuns or monks in the 
hospitals had an excellent 
knowledge of herbal remedies. 

Nurses tending to the sick, on a ward in the 
Hotel du Dieu, Paris



The term Hospital comes from the Latin word άhospesέ meaning stranger or guest. In medieval 
Europe they were originally hostels for travellers. They varied in size but usually catered for small 
numbers.

ÅThe term Hospitalcomes from the Latin word άhospesέ meaning stranger or guest. In medieval 
Europe they were originally hostels for travellers. They varied in size but usually catered for 
small numbers.

Åω{ƻƳŜ ƘƻǎǇƛǘŀƭǎ ǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƛǎŜŘΦ Lanfranc, the Archbishop of Canterbury, founded a hospital for the 
sufferers ofleprosy. Some specialist hospitals e.g. St Mary of Bethlehem in London which looked 
ŀŦǘŜǊ άǇƻƻǊ ƻǊ ǎƛƭƭȅ ǇŜǊǎƻƴǎέ ό later called Bedlam).

Åωaƻǎǘ ǿŜǊŜ ǎŜǘ ǳǇ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ŎƘǳǊŎƘ ǿƛǘƘ ŎŀǊŜ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜŘ ōȅ Ƴƻƴƪǎ ƻǊ ƴǳƴǎ ŀŦǘŜǊ 1100. Nearly 1200 
in Medieval England and Wales. However most did not even have a doctor .

ÅωtŀǘƛŜƴǘǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƎƛǾŜƴ ŦƻƻŘ ŀƴŘ ŀ ōŜŘ ŀƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜȅ ƻŦǘŜƴ ƘŀŘ ǘƻ ǎƘŀǊŜΤ ǘǊŜŀǘƳŜƴǘǎ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ 
herbal remedies but prayer was also central. Prayers were also said for souls of people who 
sponsored hospital. Church services held throughout day with as many as 7 in some places. 



Muslim writers like Avicenna played a very 
important role in preserving earlier 
medical knowledge from the Egyptians. He 
translated this information into Arabic. 
This information was passed on to western 
Europe.

Arabic medicine was more advanced when compared 
to European medicine. Avicenna wrote many 
influential texts - The Book of Healingand the Canon 
of Medicine. This book was printed 60 times in Europe 
until well into the 1700s.

An Arab Doctor, Rhazes, who lived 
from approximately AD 860 to 932
wrote the first description of small 
symptoms. Hospitals were well established in Islamic 

nations, this was from AD 900s onwards. 
There were lecture theatres, pharmacies  
and libraries.

Cleanliness was encouraged and 
clean, cool air circulated the 
buildings. 

Case Study



St Giles Hospital in Norwich is a good example of a 
medieval hospital, set up by Bishop Walter de Suffield in 
1249, and still in use today as a care home. It was 
named after St Giles, who was the patron saint of 
lepers, cripples and nursing mothers. It was established 
to care for to care for the sick, but also for the remission  
ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōƛǎƘƻǇΩǎ ǎƛƴǎ ǎƻ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƘŜƴ ƘŜ ŘƛŜŘ ƘŜ ǿƻǳƭŘ 
spend less time in purgatory and get into Heaven 
quicker!

A priest was to say a prayer for his soul 
every day, and to make the patients pray 
for him too. The bishop set up the 
hospital on about ten acres of land in 
Norwich and funded it with the income 
from several churches around Norwich.

Other local people ςrich and not so rich ςleft money 
and land to the hospital to cover its running costs. There 
were strict rules as to who could and could not be 
admitted, and how they were to be looked after.

St Giles Hospital Rules
There shall be a master to take good care of the hospital, and  to work for the remission of Bishop 
{ǳŦŦƛŜƭŘΩǎ ǎƛƴǎΦ

There shall be at least three or four women, aged over fifty, who are to change the sheets and take 
care of the sick.

Everyone must rise at the  crack of dawn to say prayers.

There will be a weekly mass in honour St Giles.

There will be thirty beds or more.

There will be a poor box from which poor people passing by can receive aims and charitable 
assistance.

The sisters are to sleep in a separate dormitory.

No women are  allowed to stay in the hospital  as patients.
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Å Towns were unhealthy: Clean water was hard to come by. 
Water was usually taken from rivers and streams that were 
contaminated with human waste. Butchers also brought 
animals into cities and would slaughter them in the 
ǎǘǊŜŜǘǎΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƳŜŀƴǘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ǊƛŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŀƴƛƳŀƭΩǎ 
body.

Å Industries like tanning also caused a lot of problems. 
Leather was usually treated with dog poo. If you were 
unlucky the overnight piss-pot might be chucked out of an 
upstairs window as you were passing below.

Å Keeping food fresh was difficult, so you had to shop for 
food every day. Shopkeepers would try to sell food that 
was going off rather than throw it away. Water for drinking 
was also rare, hence most people would drink άǎƳŀƭƭ ōŜŜǊέ 
rather than risk the water.

Å Sewage in the streets in the countryside or small villages 
were not really a problem, but they became deadly in 
towns. Disease spread quickly.No wonder medical people 
thought disease was spread by bad smells!

Å How did Monasteries help?

Å Monasteries knew of the dangers of dirt and filth. Most 
monasteries carefully extracted water for drinking, 
washing, cooking and brewing upstream of the privies, and 
then used the waste water to flush away the waste and 
clean the toilets. Monks were probably the only skilled 
medical personal available to people.

Å Bath houses

Å Archaeological evidence shows that many towns in the 
Middle Ages had bath houses where people could pay to 
have a bath. People were, despite all the difficulties, not 
quite as dirty or as smelly as some textbooks suggest.



What was it?
Å The Plague first arrived in England in 1348; today it 

is treated by antibiotics but people in the Middle 
Ages treatments like this did not exist. People were 
totally unprepared and did not know how to 
ǇǊŜǾŜƴǘ ƻǊ ǘǊŜŀǘ ǘƘŜ Ψ{ŎƻǳǊƎŜΩΦ 

Å The Black Death was Bubonic Plague that was 
spread by fleas who lived on the rats travelling in 
merchant ships. It was probably spread by flea 
bites although though there is some evidence that 
some forms were spread through the air. The 
disease would last about 3-5 days and we think 1/3
of the population of England died. 

Å The plague returned every 10-20years after1348 
although it was never as severe. 

What did people think caused it?
Supernatural
Å Black death was a punishment from God for the sins 

of man
Å Mars, Jupiter and Saturn aligned in a strange way
Natural
ÅaƛŀǎƳŀ ŎŀǳǎŜŘ ŎƻǊǊǳǇǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ōƻŘȅΩǎ ƘǳƳƻǳǊǎ
Å People believed that impure air came from poisonous 

fumes released by earthquakes or volcanoes
Common beliefs
Å The Jews had poisoned the wells (only in Europe as 

the Jews had been expelled from England in the 13th

century)

What treatments were available?
Supernatural
Å Confess sins and ask God for 

forgiveness through prayer
Natural
Å Bleeding and purging
Å Strong smelling hers such as aloe and 

myrrh
Å Lighting a fire and boiling vinegar
Å Lancing the buboes
Å Apothecaries sold remedied and herbs

How did people try to prevent it?
Supernatural
Å Pray to God and fast
Å Go on a pilgrimage and make offerings to God
Å Flagellants who went around whipping themselves to 

Punish themselves and prove to God that they were 
sorry

Natural
Å Run away
Å Carry fragrant flowers and herbs to avoid breathing in

miasma
Å Avoid bathing (water would open the pores to the 

infected air)
Å Avoid those with the disease
Government Action
Quarantine
Å laws were put in place to stop people moving around
Å Houses were also quarantined
Å Large crowds of people were discouraged
Å But they could not enforce these laws
Å They also stopped cleaning the streets as they believed 

that the foul smell of rubbish and rotting bodies would 
drive away the Plague

Case Study: The Black Death 1349



Q1 - Which disease/illness was not 
common in medieval England?
a) Dysentery
b) Cholera
c) Leprosy
d) Smallpox

Q2 - What was the miasma theory?
a) That bad smells led to disease/illness
b) That god was punishing the planet
c) That the body needed purging of 
blood
d) That the stars were causing illness

Q3 - Which person was responsible for 
the "Four Humours" theory?
a) Galen
b) Barber surgeons
c) St Bartholomew
d) Hippocrates

Q4 - Which person had worked with 
Gladiators?
a) Galen
b) Barber surgeons
c) St Bartholomew
d) Hippocrates

Q5 - which is the odd one out regarding 
medieval towns?
a) clean water mixed with dirty water
b) rotting meat in towns and cities
c) disease spread quickly
d) excellent sewage systems

Q6 - What words are not linked to 
super natural practices?
a) Prayers and  spells
b) Paying for mass to be said
c) Scientific research
d) Charms and amulets

Q7 - What does "phlebotomy" mean?
a) Bloodletting
b) Praying 
c) Paying for mass
d) Studying Urine

Q8 - what would an apothecary do?
a) pray for your sins
b) create "singles" and "compounds"
c) practice blood letting
d) delivered babies

Q9 - what would barber surgeons do?
a) remove teeth and extract blood 
b) mix together remedies to treat 
illnesses
c) pray for forgiveness
d) hep labouring women give birth

Q10 - what foods were provided to 
balance the 4 humours?
a) Cake
b) Curries
c) Chicken and almonds
d) Foxes

Q11 - what was cupping?
a) Using a leech to draw out infection
b) Using a heated cup to draw out blood
c) boiling a fox and bathing in the water
d) Hiding on to charms and amulets

Q12 - other than Zodiac Charts, what 
other charts were used for diagnosing 
illnesses?
a) Urine Charts
b) Face charts
c) Star charts
d) Religious charts

Q13 - How did "Wise women" gain 
their knowledge?
a) They would have information passed 
down through family members
b) They would serve a 7 year 
apprenticeship
c) They would go to fairs
d) They would visit apothecaries

Q14 - Where would the "Lady of the 
House" usually be situated?
a) With a travelling fair
b) In an apothecary
c) On a farm
d) In a hospital?

Q15 - what were hospitals mostly like?
a) an excellent place to receive medical 
treatment
b) a place where doctors worked 
extremely hard
c) a place where you would stay for rest
d) a place where you would take baths

Q16 - who funded the churches?
a) Monks
b) Rich people
c) Vagrants
d) Travelling fairs

Q17 - who ran medical schools?
a) Barber surgeons
b) monks and nuns
c) wise women
d) Galen

Q18 - who did doctors treat in 
hospitals?
a) The poor
b) People with leprosy
c) Monks
d) The rich

Q19 - How many hospitals existed 
between 1250 -1500c
a) 2000
b) 4000
c) 1200
d) 13000

Q20 - Where were the majority of 
Hospitals
a) Britain
b) Russia
c) Middle East
d) Australia

Q21 - what year does the case study of 
the plague occur in this module?
a) 1348
b) 1349
c) 1350
d) 1351

Q22 - what did people think was 
causing the plague?
a) rats with fleas
b) a bacterial infection
c) God and the supernatural
d) Aboriginals

Q23 - what treatments were there for 
the plague?
a) take a course of antibiotics
b) visit the doctor for Calpol
c) lancing the buboes
d) taking multivitamins

Q24 - what does quarantine mean?
a) Run away
b) cut open a bubo
c) be put in a building and not allowed 
to meet others
d) visiting an apothecary

c1250ςc1500: Medicine in medieval England



Part two: The beginnings of change 

ω The impact of the Renaissance on Britain: challenge 
to medical authority in anatomy, physiology and 
surgery; the work of Vesalius, Paré, William Harvey; 
opposition to change. 

ω Dealing with disease: traditional and new methods of 
treatments; quackery; methods of treating disease; 
plague; the growth of hospitals; changes to the training 
and status of surgeons and physicians; the work of John 
Hunter. 

ω Prevention of disease: inoculation; Edward Jenner, 
vaccination and opposition to change.

Jenner

Vesalius Harvey



There were also new inventions: the microscopeand 
/ŀȄǘƻƴΩǎPrinting Press. /ŀȄǘƻƴΩǎprinting press allowed 
new ideas spread across Britain rapidly. 

The Renaissance, or άǊŜōƛǊǘƘέ began in northern 

Europe in the mid-fifteenth century. The 

wŜƴŀƛǎǎŀƴŎŜ ǿŀǎ ǘǊƛƎƎŜǊŜŘ ōȅ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘǎ ƛƴ ŀƭƭ 

things CLASSICAL(the study of culture linked to the 

Romans and the Greeks). At the same time, the 

Reformation(moving away from Catholic traditions 

to Protestant practices). These new ideas (and old 

ones) led to people challenging ideas and beliefs in 

science, technology and how the world was viewed. 

It was the beginning of what was known as the 

άǎŎƛŜƴǘƛŦƛŎ ƳŜǘƘƻŘΦέ Many physicians began to think 

more independently and started questioning the 

beliefs of Galen.

Andreas Vesalius, 1514 - 64
Å Born in Brussels
Å Studied medicine at Paris and Padua
Å Became professor of surgery and anatomy at Padua.
Å Carried out his own dissections.
Å Believed anatomy was the key to understanding 

how the human body worked.
Å Published De HumaniCorporisFabricain 1543, 

which changed attitudes to medicine.

Andreas Vesalius began challenging DŀƭŜƴΩǎ work on the 
human body and developed much more accurate views 
of the inside of the human body by, unlike Galen, looking 
at dissecting human bodies instead of animals.

Being ill in the seventeenth century

¢ƘŜ ōƛƎƎŜǎǘ ƪƛƭƭŜǊ ŘƛǎŜŀǎŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ мтǘƘ /ŜƴǘǳǊȅ ǿŜǊŜ άŦŜǾŜǊΣ ŎƻƴǎǳƳǇǘƛƻƴ όtb), teeth, gripping in the guts 
ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴǾǳƭǎƛƻƴǎΦέ tƘȅǎƛŎƛŀƴǎ ƪƴŜǿ ǾŜǊȅ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǳǎŜǎ ƻŦ ŘƛǎŜŀǎŜΣ ƭŜǘ ŀƭƻƴŜ ŎǳǊŜǎΦ ¢ǊŜŀǘƳŜƴǘǎ 
were, in general, not so very different from the Medieval period.

What has changed?
More scientific methods were adopted and used by 
more physicians. AmbroisePareis a good example of 
someone who adopted new ways of treating diseases 
with scientific methods. He was a barber surgeon and 
trained at the Hotel du Dieuhospital in Paris before 
becoming a surgeon in the French army. In Milan in 
1536he ran out of hot oil for cauterising wounds. He 
made a mixture of egg yolk, turpentine and oil of 
roses to dress wounds. It was less painful and also 
better at healing wounds.

AmbroisePare also used LIGATURES to tie-off wounds 
instead of cauterisation. This also helped wounds heal 
better. He also created artificial limbs. During his time 
as an army surgeon he was able to observe his 
patients. He published his book Les Oeuvresin 1575, 
his book became famous across Europe.

AmbroisePare, 1510 - 90
Å Apprenticed to his elder brother, a barber surgeon.
Å Learned much of his skill as an army surgeon.
Å Used DŀƭŜƴΩǎ ƳŜǘƘƻŘǎ ƻŦ ƭƛƎŀǘǳǊŜǎ ǘƻ ǎŜŀƭ ŀ ǿƻǳƴŘΦ
Å He ƛǎ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ άŦŀǘƘŜǊǎ ƻŦ ƳƻŘŜǊƴ 

surgeryΦέ

Vesalius Pare
Printing Press and Microscope



²Ƙŀǘ ǇŀǊǘ ŘƛŘ ŀǊǘ Ǉƭŀȅ ƛƴ ƛƳǇǊƻǾƛƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ 
the Renaissance?

Artists like Leonardo da Vinciwent to great lengths to study 
the human body. They began to study corpses to help them 
draw humans. They were able to study how muscles worked. 
Artists also illustrated new medical books.

William Harvey
Å

Born inKent in 1578and 
educated at Cambridge 
University.

ÅStudied medicine at the 
University of Padua, Italy.

ÅReturned to England in 
1602and set himself up as 
a physician.

ÅHe was married to the 
daughter of 9ƭƛȊŀōŜǘƘ LΩǎ 
physician.

ÅHe accepted a post a St 
Bartholomew'sHospital in 
1609and worked there for 
the rest of his life.

ÅHe was appointed as a 
physician to both James I 
and Charles I.

The Renaissance and Galen
During the Renaissance more artists began question DŀƭŜƴΩǎ
work. During the Renaissance artists and physicians began 
seeing that Galenhad been wrong. People thought the 
artists were wrong and Galen was right! But over time 
people began to accept that the new anatomistswere in fact 
correct and Galen was wrong. The medical world seemed 
split in two. Many more physicians began exploring the 
human body to experiment new techniques. The microscope
allowed people to look into the body in more detail.

William Harvey and the Circulation of blood

William Harvey wrote a book called On the Motion of the 
Heart, it was published in 1628. This book challenged 
DŀƭŜƴΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ƳƻǊŜ ǘƘŀƴ ŀƴȅ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǿƻǊƪ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜΦ

Harvey studied in Padua. Harvey learnt that veins have 
valves and pumped blood only one way around the body. 
Harvey found out that blood was pumped in a circular 
motion. This was the discovery of the circulation of blood.

Harvey proved ǘƘŀǘ DŀƭŜƴΩǎ ǘƘŜƻǊȅ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƭƛǾŜǊΣ ƴƻǘ ǘƘŜ 
heart, was the centre of the human body, was completely 
wrong. He also said that bleeding as a cure was wrong. 

Iƻǿ ǿŀǎ IŀǊǾŜȅΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ƎǊŜŜǘŜŘ ōȅ ƻǘƘŜǊǎΚ
Many people said that Harvey was wrong because he could not see capillaries and therefore could not 
ǇǊƻǾŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŜȄƛǎǘŜƴŎŜΦ {ƻƳŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀƭǎƻ ǎŀƛŘ ǘƘŀǘ IŀǊǾŜȅΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛƳŜƴǘǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǿǊƻƴƎΦ IŀǊǾŜȅ ŀƭǎƻ ǎŀƛŘ 
that he lost many patients because people thought he was a crackpot. 



He was educated at both Oxfordand Cambridge
universities, before joining the Parliamentary Army 
during the English Civil War. He set up as a physician 
in Londonin 1663, being licensed by the College of 
Physicians.

Sydenhamdistrusted people who based their finding on 
book learning. He insisted physicians must observetheir 
patients and their symptoms before giving treatments.
He believed in the scientific methods of treating ill-
health. He believed diseases had different 
characteristics and thus each disease had a separate, 
unique treatment.

He was particularly interested in 
treating the ague, a form of 
malaria, and used chinchonabark, 
from the tropical rainforests of 
South America, to successfully 
treat the condition.

Sydenham was particularly interested in 
smallpox and diseases which struck London 
as epidemics nearly every year. He developed 
a successful treatment for smallpox that 
seemed the complete opposite of what 
physicians usually did. They usually tried to 
get patients to try and sweat out the illness, 
however Sydenham devised a άŎƻƻƭ ǘƘŜǊŀǇȅέ 
prescribing lots of fluids, very moderate 
bleeding and keeping the patients as cool as 
possible.

Some enlightened contemporaries hailed Sydenham and his treatments, but most 
people at the time thought he was crazy.



John Hunter engaged the public in his work in 
order to garner public support. Hunter was a 
pioneer in surgery, but he had developed his skills 
by using bodies that were legitimately obtained 
from executions, and also illegally from grave-
robbing. This made him unpopular with members 
of the public. He founded a museumto display his 
work to the public in the belief that fear of his 
work was due to ignorance. This allowed members 
of the public to confront their moral objections to 
his work.

John Hunter was a famous surgeon and 
anatomist. He came to believe that the best 
way to heal deep wounds was to leave as 
much as possible to nature! He was most 
famous as a teacher of anatomy, training 
many of the best surgeons of the time, and 
spent hours dissecting bodies to learn about 
how they worked.

A recent newspaper article accused him of 
ά.ǳǊƪƛƴƎέ (named after William Burke and 
WIlliamHare who were accused of several 
murders.) 

Å John Hunter 1728 - 93
Å Born in Scotland 
Å Moved to London as an assistant to his brother 

William, a successful physician.
Å Served as an army surgeon during the Seven 

Years War where he dealt with gunshot wounds.
Å Edward Jenner was one of his students
Å IŜ ǿŀǎ ƪƴƻǿƴ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ άŦŀǘƘŜǊ ƻŦ ǎŎƛŜƴǘƛŦƛŎ 

surgeryΦέ



AmbroisetŀǊŜ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜŘ ǎǳǊƎŜǊȅΦ {ǳǊƎŜƻƴǎΩ 
skills improved too. For example in the 1720s 
William CheseldenΣ ƻŦ {ǘ ¢ƘƻƳŀǎΩ IƻǎǇƛǘŀƭ in 
London could remove a stone from a bladder 
in less than a minute. There were still no 
reliable anaesthetics, opium was being used 
but the results were unpredictable and many 
died.

Surgery was very dangerous - Samuel Pepys, 
a famous writer, celebrated every year 
on the 26th March that he survived surgery.

Changes in the status and training of surgeons

In the eighteenth century more than half of all 
ǇǊŀŎǘƛǎƛƴƎ άŘƻŎǘƻǊǎέ ǎŜŜƳ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ƳŜƴ ǿƘƻ ƘŀŘ 
served an apprenticeship. In 1856, 10,220 persons 
were listed in The Medical Directory with some sort 
of qualification. Only 4%had a medical degree from 
an English University.

Many surgeons were members of the new Royal 
College of Surgeons and you could only practise with 
a license. No one could practise as a surgeon within 7 
miles of the City of London without being examined 
by a college. In 1813 you could only do surgery if you 
ƘŀŘ ŀ ƳƛƴƛƳǳƳ ƻŦ ƻƴŜ ȅŜŀǊΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ƛƴ ŀ 
hospital. The world of surgery was now more 
regulated.



By this time most towns had pharmacies that were run by ex-monks. 
Most people continued to be treated by local wise women.

Lady Johanna St John: was a typical example of a lady 
of the manor who helped with healing. She grew 
herbsat Lydiard House - these herbs were used for 
curing sick people.

Nicholas Culpeper: He wrote his Complete 
Herbal in 1653and it is still in print today. He 
wrote in English rather than in Latin, he did 
this to help everyday people because he felt 
physicians charged too much. He had his own 
apothecary and treated his patients in person 
rather than study their urine. He categorised 
herbs based on their usage but he did still use 
astrology to diagnose illness.

Ingredients from around the world: Rhubarb was 
hailed as a wonder-drug when it was first 
introduced from Asia. Chinchonabark came from 
South America and opium from China. Tobacco 
was brought from North America by Walter
Raleigh and it was used in many herbal remedies. 
Apparently smoking a pipe was an excellent way to 
keep the plague at bay.


