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Written by members of the Academic Unit of the Wellcome Institute for the History of Medicine,
London, the world’s leading centre for the history of medicine, this book surveys the Western
medical tradition in all its aspects from the Greeks until 1800 Ap, and in its transformations and
transplantations into the world of Islam and the Americas. As well as describing the diseases,
medical theories, and medical therapies of the past, it places them in a wide social context, and
discusses religious and alternative healing as well as major advances in medicine, surgery, and
pharmacology. It includes the accounts of patients as well as of their healers, the pains of
childbirth and the preparations for death. Although major figures are covered in detail, this is not
a history of great men and great moments in medicine, but an attempt to understand the
limitations as well as the triumphs of medicine in pre-modern society. The very latest findings of
medical historians are here presented in a lively form accessible to all who are interested in the
formation of modern ideas on health and healing. The book provides essential reading as a new
synthesis for all students of the history of medicine.



‘a book which many non-professional historians, especially doctors, will find challenging and
provocative.” Pietro Corsi, British Medical Journal

‘From the healers of ancient Greece to the first innoculations, this definitive book spans the
history of treating ailments within the cultural, political and religious contexts of historical
Western Europe. An essential book for those with a medical slant.” New Scientist

“This excellent book paints a picture of the history of medicine as a vital and complex inter-
action between sick people, society and, to a lesser degree, doctors. In doing so it makes an
excellent case for the subject being an integral part of modern medical education and for its
relevance to many of the pressing medical issues of today. I hope this beautifully written and
illustrated work is read widely and appreciated for what it is — a genuine contribution to our
understanding of the complexities and difficulties of the provision of health care in the 20th
and 21st centuries. It is a major tribute to the Wellcome Unit and to the work of the Wellcome
Trust in maintaining and developing this discipline.” Sir David Weatherall, The Times Higher
Education Supplement
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Introduction

This volume, written by members of the Wellcome Institute for the
History of Medicine, is designed to cover the history of Western medi-
cine from Classical Antiquity to 1800. As one guiding thread, it takes,
as its title suggests, a system of medical ideas that, in large part, went
back to the Greeks of the fifth century Bc, and which, throughout the
period covered by this volume, played a major role in the understand-
ing and treatment of health and disease. Indeed even its opponents,
whether in Europe or America, at times took their cue from neglected
parts of the same tradition, or strove to furnish alternative systems of
explanation or therapy that would perform the same function as those
they rejected. By the nineteenth century, however, this tradition no
longer carried the same force or occupied so central a position within
medicine.

The demise of this tradition calls into question the role of modern
medicine in the interpretation of the medicine of the past. Whether one
is dealing with explanations of disease, the understanding of the body,
medical institutions, therapies, or the expectations of patients and doc-
tors, the differences between the medical world of the 1990s and that
of the 1690s, to go no further back, are such that one could label the
whole of the period covered by this book ancient history, remote in
time and, still more, in feel from the present. Even diseases themselves
may have changed; contemporaries report occasional ‘new’ diseases,
and both the clinical manifestations and the spread of diseases known
from the evidence of written texts or of skeletons (palaeopathology) to
have existed long ago may have altered substantially over time.
Syphilis, tuberculosis, and smallpox are three examples of diseases with
very different histories.

There is thus a temptation to dismiss as remote and irrelevant the
medical worlds described in this volume, and to concentrate instead on
the few gropings towards the truths of modern medical science at the
expense of the mass of apparent ignorance or passivity towards disease
and illness that surrounded them. But this is in effect to condemn ear-
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lier generations for not being modern, and to single out for praise ideas
and discoveries that, in their own day, may not have attracted much
attention or approbation. To credit the sixteenth-century physician
Paracelsus with the origins of medicinal chemistry is to forget not only
his predecessors in distillation, alchemy, and the therapeutic uses of
mineral drugs, but also the world of elves and fairies, of astrology and
mystical signs, of which his chemical drugs were but one part (pp.
311-17). Yet any attempt to rectify the balance by considering each
Age on its own terms and within its own cultural context cannot
escape the afterknowledge of modern medicine; we know, for instance,
far more about gout or bubonic plague than eighteenth-century or
medieval doctors, and our understanding of the anatomy of the body is
far more detailed than that of the ancient Greeks. Such knowledge,
however, should not be used to denigrate earlier beliefs, but to sharpen
an appreciation of the difficulties faced by all those concerned with
medicine in the past, and even to emphasise some of the uncertainties
in the evidence as revealed in past records. But, inevitably, some of the
themes and examples in this book are chosen to illustrate the present,
how we have come to our present understanding of the body, in health
and disease, and of the consequent responses of both the individual and
society in general towards illness.

Yet, paradoxically, modern medicine continues to believe in and to
shape the notion of tradition that forms the core of this book. Few writ-
ers of medical papers can resist an opening retrospect that sets their dis-
covery in its historical context, few discussions of medical ethics avoid
mention of the Hippocratic Oath (written c. 400 Bc), and few physicians
are unaware of such famous names as William Harvey (1578-1657)
or Andreas Vesalius (1514-64), even if they have never read a page of
their writings in their original Latin. The difference between these and
similar citations made two hundred years ago lies in the degree of
authority conveyed by these names. To a modern physician they are
distinguished precursors; to one of 1790 they also imparted sound
knowledge and useful practical information. There was then less of the
barrier between past and present. An early nineteenth-century physi-
cian, writing on fever, could include texts and information taken from
the Greeks, the Romans, and his own contemporaries, and argue with
a long-dead professor as if he were alive. Such a familiarity with, not to
say occasional reverence for, the past is rare today. It has been replaced
by a series of historical icons — images that are meant to evoke a great
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and glorious past that the present will, it is hoped, be led to emulate.
The founders of hospitals, the leading professors of medical schools, the
discoverers of syndromes or anatomical structures, and the eradicators
of disease take on a new status, a status not always deserved or borne
out by the historical record.

There is, then, still a tradition to which appeal is made. It is flexible
in what it contains, and in what is emphasised. An Englishman may
choose Harvey, a German Paracelsus; French historians of medicine
focus on the surgical innovations of Ambroise Paré (1510-90), the
Italians on Renaissance Padua, the Dutch on Boerhaave (1668-1738)
and his Leiden pupils. The perspective from Spain or Eastern Europe is
different yet again. But there is equally a sense of the past, and of cer-
tain names, as forming the present of medicine, of a tradition that
serves as a backbone to medical discovery and, still more, to medical
practice. In this volume such a tradition links the eighteenth century
with the Renaissance, the Middle Ages, and with Classical Antiquity,
and provides both continuity and a means to distinguish between prac-
titioners. The orthodox were those who were familiar with this tradi-
tion, which might be called ‘formal’ or ‘regular’ medicine, and the
unorthodox were those who flouted or disregarded it.

Where and how this tradition began is disputed. Certainly an impor-
tant role was played in all this by a Romanised Greek, Galen of
Pergamum (129-c. 200/216), but even before his time several Greek
writers had been singled out for particular reverence and their opinions
preserved for posterity, most notably Hippocrates of Cos (traditionally c.
450-370 Bc). It was a tradition bounded in time and space, expanding
from the Aegean basin to the rest of the Mediterranean region, to
Europe, and then to European settlements overseas. It excluded, as this
book will do, the medical theories of ancient Egypt and Babylonia, and
likewise of India, China, America, and the other civilisations with
whom the Europeans later came into contact. The inheritors of the
Greek tradition noted the drugs, and occasionally the medical tech-
niques, of non-Europeans, but they largely consigned their theories to
the realms of superstition and irrationality. However, the absence from
this book of any discussion of these non-European theories signifies
merely that they contributed little to the main European tradition of
medicine, and is not a judgment on their efficacy, rationality, or histori-
cal importance — not least because modern medical anthropologists
have demonstrated that many medical procedures, Western and non-
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Western, ancient and modern, are determined as much by the prefer-
ences and prejudices of a group or society, its general culture, as by
any objective criterion of effectiveness.

Particularly problematic in this regard is the question of medicine in
the Islamic world. Seen from a purely Western perspective, the writers
and translators of medicine who flourished in the Middle East, North
Africa, and Spain between AD 800 and 1200 form one stage in the
transmission of Classical medical ideas to Europe. Their role is that of
conduits and system-makers rather than independent or creative
thinkers, and as such they have a place in the Western tradition of
medicine. But to restrict a consideration of medicine in these regions
and these centuries purely to this transmission process is to miss much,
not least any originality and the variety of ways in which the Classical
tradition interacted with a variety of other traditions and beliefs.
Besides, the medical institutions of the Islamic world, larger and more
sophisticated than anything at the time in Western Europe, are also
worthy of attention, and did not come to an end with the Crusades of
the twelfth or the Mongol invasions of the thirteenth centuries. Hence,
although the Classical tradition of medicine remains the main focus of
Chapter 4, on medicine in the Islamic world, and relatively little space
is given to the other medical theories and practices that existed there,
there is no intention of implying that this is all that is worth knowing
about medicine in the Islamic world, or that the perspective offered is
the only one available.

Nor do the authors of this volume wish to confine the Western med-
ical tradition to a series of ‘great names’ or, as the title might suggest,
to a tradition of medical ideas alone. That would be to fly in the face of
much recent scholarship, and our own researches. It is now clear that
this tradition, and those who believed exclusively in it, constituted only
the tip of a vast pyramid of healers and healing practices (and, until the
establishment or acceptance of a tradition, any exposition of medical
history in terms of an opposition between one group of healers and
another on the basis of this tradition would be anachronistic). Far from
being a rigid inheritance that passed from one distinguished medical
man to another, European medicine in the pre-modern age demon-
strates a remarkable flexibility and variety. The medical market-place
had many stalls and many stall-holders, and patients, as well as their
physicians, could choose what to buy. One of the aims of this book is to
bring this variety to general notice, almost for the first time, and, in a
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sense, to subvert the tradition announced in its title by placing it within
its social, epidemiological, and historical context. What might appear
stable or uniform is greatly qualified by the society in which medicine
was practised. Institutions and wider cultural beliefs, as well as medical
theories, help determine the relationship between society, disease, and
its healers.

Just as the social context of medicine changes over time, so too the
vocabulary of healing also shifts, and words take on different connota-
tions. The notion of healing according to nature might constitute a
guide to medical intervention, or, in certain periods, be understood as
an injunction to avoid it. ‘Science’, which meant merely ‘learned
knowledge’ in the Middle Ages, only gradually took on its modern reso-
nances. Nonetheless, medical writers, from the Greeks onwards, fre-
quently explained the activities of the body by means of ideas and
analogies that encompassed the created world in general and were not
confined to medicine, and modern scholars have often thought of them
as scientific. The ‘scientific revolution’ of the seventeenth century thus
saw an alteration in these broader explanations for the workings of the
universe (pp. 340-59), with attendant consequences for the medicine
for which they provided an intellectual context.

This was, on the whole, a literate medicine, one preserved in writing
(of whatever level of sophistication, from a farmer’s charm to a profes-
sor’s lectures). We have thus little direct access to the world of the illit-
erate, which meant most of the population, in both town and
countryside. Nor until the fifteenth century, and arguably much later,
do we have statistics that enable us to quantify the data on population
and disease with the degree of accuracy possible for the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries. Estimates of population and similar demographic
findings are thus largely qualitative, impressions by contemporary
authors or later historians, not exact numbers. The evidence for disease
as revealed by archaeology is also patchy in its coverage, and far from
easy to interpret. Nonetheless, as modern demographers have shown,
these types of evidence, taken together and explicated with care, can
supplement the literary record and provide a fuller and richer context
for thé understanding of health and disease within society.

The vagaries of survival of the written record inevitably mean large
gaps in our understanding of the medical history of the past, and ren-
der open to criticism almost any interpretation of it. Nonetheless,
within the general framework of the Western medical tradition, the
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authors of this book have endeavoured to reveal the rich variety of the
past, and to point out the contrasts, even among writers (and sufferers)
who shared many of the same ideas and prejudices. The medical world
of pre-modern Europe was no monolithic structure, nor was it the
haunt of superstition, ignorance, and bigotry occasionally depicted by
those who have not studied it. As this volume aims to show, the strug-
gle against disease and illness has called for resourcefulness, intelli-
gence, and even learning at all periods of history, and one may, on
reading this volume, be struck more by the ways in which healers and
patients alike coped in an age without modern hi-tech aids than by any
obstinate adherence to age-old doctrines. If that is so, then the authors
will have succeeded in demonstrating that one of the strengths of the
Western medical tradition has been its flexibility both in its response to
disease and in its capacity to adapt and to incorporate new discoveries
and new ideas.

Note on names, text and illustrations

Names of Greek authors are given in their more familiar Latin or
English form or spelling, e.g. Hippocrates, not Hippokrates; Galen, not
Galenos. We have not sought to impose consistency on the names of
medieval and renaissance authors; generally we have preferred the ver-
nacular or the English to the Latin, e.g. Mondino, not Mundinus, Peter
of Spain, not Petrus Hispanus, da Monte, not Montanus. In other
instances, e.g. Albertus Magnus, Vesalius, we have retained the more
familiar Latin form. Arabic and Syriac authors are usually referred to in
Chapter 4 by their vernacular form; in Chapter 5 by their medieval
Latin, e.g. Avicenna, not Ibn Sina.

The use of man throughout this text has been used purely in its his-
torical sense.

Every effort has been made to clear permissions for all illustrations
reproduced in this book. If there has been a failure to do so, please con-
tact Cambridge University Press. Illustrations from the Wellcome
Institute Library, London, are copyright, The Trustee of the Wellcome
Trust.

Chronological table for chapters 1-3

The dates of birth and death of most individuals in this period cannot
be determined for certain. Unless stated, the date in the left hand col-
umn refers to the period at which he was known to be active.

Year Medical and scientific writers Year Contemporary events
(B0) (BC)
753 Foundation of Rome
¢. 700 Homer
585 Thales, first Presocratic philosopher ¢ 600 Rise of Athens to
prominence
480 Parmenides of Flea 490 Battle of Marathon

478 Formation of Delian
League, later Athenian
Empire
470 Alcmaeon of Croton

460 Empedocles of Acragas
431 Peloponnesian War

begins
430-427 Plague of Athens
(428-347) Plato
420! Hippocrates

420 Democritus
404 Defeat of Athens

399 Death of Socrates
385 Philistion of Locri
360 Roman expansion in
Italy begins
336 Death of Philip II of
Macedon

! The Historical Hippocrates was a contemporary of Socrates. The Hippocratic Corpus was
largely written during the period 420-350 Bc; what, if anything, Hippocrates himself wrote of
it is hotly disputed.
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Chronological table, chs. 1-3

Year Medical and scientific writers

Year

Contemporary events

Year Medical and scientific writers Year Contemporary events
(384-322) Aristotle of Stagira
330 Diocles of Carystos 323 Death of Alexander the
Great
320 Praxagoras of Cos
323-282 Ptolemy I,
ruler of Egypt (341-270)
300 Alexandrian Museum
and Library founded
280 Herophilus of Chalcedon
280 Erasistratus of Ceos
219 Archagathus in Rome
(234-149) Cato 212 Roman capture of
Syracuse
168 Roman conquest of
Macedonia
146 Rome destroys Carthage
and Corinth
133 Kingdom of Pergamum
given to Rome
106-43 Cicero
95 Asclepiades of Bithynia
80 Heraclides of Tarentum
80 Apollonius of Citium
49-31 Roman civil wars
31 Battle of Actium
31 Bc to AD 14 Augustus emperor
30 Death of Cleopatra
(D) (aD)
4 BC to AD 65 Seneca
(23-79) Pliny
40 Celsus
48 Scribonius Largus
60 Thessalus of Tralles
60 Pedanius Dioscorides
69-79 Vespasian emperor
98-117 Trajan emperor
100 Rufus of Ephesus
100 Soranus of Ephesus
120 Marinus, anatomist
(129-200
\216) Galen

140 Aretaeus of Cappadocia

(325-400) Oribasius
370 Magnus of Nisibis

380 Marcellus of Bordeaux
400 Caelius Aurelianus

530 Aétius of Amida

570 Alexander of Tralles
600 Ravenna Commentators
630 Paul of Aegina

d. 640 Isidore of Seville

900 Leechbook of Bald

140

161-180
165-169
193-211

235-284
307-337
313
330

350
360-363
364
330-379

476

493-526
527-565
541-544

542

642/646

672-735
800

871-899

1066

Asclepieion of Pergamum
rebuilt

Marcus Aurelius emperor
Antonine Plague
Septimius Severus
emperor

Roman civil wars
Constantine I emperor
legalising of Christianity
foundation of
Constantinople as E.
capital

first hospitals in E,

Julian emperor

Roman Empire divided
Basil of Caesarea

deposition of Romulus
Augustulus, last Western
Roman emperor
Theoderic ruler of Italy
Justinian emperor
Plague of Justinian
Caesarius bishop of Arles
died

Arab capture of
Alexandria

The Venerable Bede
Charlemagne crowned
Holy Roman Emperor
Alfred the Great, king of
Wessex

Norman Conguest of
England




Chronological table for Chapters 4 and 5

Year Medical and scientific writers Year Contemporary events
541-749 first plague pandemic 565 death of Justinian
632 death of Muhammad
630s-640s Arab conquest of Syria,
Egypt and Iraq
710 Arab invasion of Spain
..750-1050 Bakhtishu’ family of physicians 750 Abbasid revolution
in Persia and Iraq
813-833 reign of Ma'mun
832 Bayt al-Hikma founded in
Baghdad
847-861 reign of Mutawakkil
873 death of Hunayn ibn Ishaq
912 death of Qusta ibn Luga
925 death of Rhazes
fl.940  Albucasis
¢. 999 death of Majusi
1037 death of Avicenna 1058-1087 Desiderius, Abbot of
Monte Cassino
1066 Norman conquest of
England
fl.c. 1080 Constantine the African 1080-1200 School of
Salerno
fl.c. 1130 Trota of Salerno 1095-1270 the Crusades
c. 1180 University of Bologna
founded
1187 death of Gerard of Cremona
1193 death of Burgundio of Pisa
1197 death of Hildegard of Bingen
¢. 1200 Universities of Paris and
Oxford founded
1204 death of Maimonides 1204 Latin Crusaders sack
Constantinople
1214 Ugo Borgognoni public doctor at

Bologna

89
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Chronological table, chs. 4-5

Year Medical and scientific writers Year Contemporary events
1215 Fourth Lateran Council
1222 University of Padua
founded
1248 death of Ibn al-Baytar
¢. 1250 first Islamic medical schools 1258 Mongol sack of Baghdad,
in Turkey end of Abbasid caliphate
1277 death of Peter of Spain (John XXI)
1280 death of Albertus Magnus
1284 Mansuri hospital founded in Cairo
1288 Sta. Maria Nuova hospital founded
in Florence
1295 death of Taddeo Alderotti
¢. 1313 death of Arnald of Villanova
¢.1315 Anatomical dissection by Mondino
dei Liuzzi
f.1317 Pietro d’Abano
1321 death of Dante
1338-1453 Hundred Years War
between England and
France
f1.1340 Niccolo da Reggio
1347-51 Black Death
1368 death of Guy de Chauliac
1374 death of Petrarch
1377 Ragusa institutes quarantine
f.1396 Ibn Ilyas
1391 first dissection recorded in Spain
1400 death of Chaucer
¢.1400 Milan institutes permanent health
board
1404 first dissection recorded in Vienna
1410 death of Francesco Datini
1424 first recorded regulations for
midwives, Brussels
1452 death of Bartolommeo di
Montagnana
1453 Ottoman capture of
Constantinople, end of
Byzantine Empire
1458 death of Jacques Despars

90

Year Medical and scientific writers Year Contemporary events
1464 death of Cosmo dei
Medici in Florence
1465 death of Leonardo di Bertipaglia
1473 death of Puff von Schrick
1484 Malleus maleficarum published
1485 Tudor dynasty begins in
England
1490 works of Galen first printed

1525

1525

1526

in Latin

complete works of Galen first
printed in Greek

Hippocratic Corpus first printed
in Latin

Hippocratic Corpus first printed in
Greek

1492

1492

Columbus reaches
America

fall of Granada, last
Islamic foothold in Spain

91



Chronological table for chapter 6

Year Medical and scientific events Year

Contemporary events

1492

1495 French army of Charles VIII,
infected by syphilis during seige of
Naples, then spreads it to other
parts of Europe on way back to
France
1497 Hieronymus Brunschwig's
Chirurgia
1498

1500

1512-13 Portuguese reach the Moluccas,
the Spice Islands
1516

1517

1519 Thomas Linacre’s translation of
Galen’s Method of Healing
Death of Leonardo da Vinci
1519-22

207

Christopher Columbus
crosses Atlantic and
lands on West Indian
istand

Vasco da Gama sails to
India via Cape of Good
Hope

Pedro Cabral lands on

the coast of Brazil

Death of Hieronymus
Bosch, Flemish painter
Martin Luther’s 95
Theses nailed to door of
castle church at
Wittenberg — beginning
of Protestant
Reformation

Magellan's expedition
circumnavigates the
world
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Chronological table, ch. 6

Year

Medical and scientific events

Year Contemporary events

1521

1525

1526

1527

1530

1531

1541
1543

1544

154445

Berengario da Carpi's Commentary

on the Anatomy of Mondino
Complete works of Galen first
printed in Greek

First Greek edition of Hippocratic

corpus

University of Marburg founded by

Philip, landgrave of Hesse

Girolamo Fracastoro’s Syphilis Sive

de Morbo Gallico
Otto Brunfel’s Herbarum Vivae

Eicones

Galen’s On Anatomical Procedures

translated by Guinther von
Andernach

Death of Paracelsus

Andreas Vesalius' De Humani
Corporis Fabrica

Nicholas Copernicus’ De

Revolutionibus Orbium Coelestium

1520 Hernando Cortez leads

1525

1532

1533

1536

Pier Andrea Mattioli's Commentaries

on Dioscorides’ Materia Medica

Botanical gardens created in Pisa

and Padua

208

Spanish takeover of
Aztec Empire

Francis I of France
captured at battle of
Pavia

League of Cognac set up "

Suleiman the

Magnificent, the Ottoman

ruler, besieges Vienna
Francisco Pizarro puts

Inca Emperor Atahualpa -

to death

Death of Desiderius
Erasmus, Duich
humanist

John Calvin’s Institutes
of the Christian Religion

Year Medical and scientific events Year Contemporary events
1545 Council of Trent, which
initiates Catholic
Counter-Reformation,
begins its meetings
1547 Ivan IV (‘The Terrible’)
crowned Czar of all the
Russias
1551 First volume of Conrad Gesner's
Historia Animalium
1553 Michael Servetus burned
at the stake in Geneva
1558 Elizabeth I becomes
Queen of England
1559 Realdo Colombo's De Re Treaty of Cateau-
Anatomica Cambreésis
1560 The English language
Geneva Bible completed
1563 Garcia D'Orta’s Coloquios dos
Simples e Drogas... da India
1565 First part of Nicolas Monardes'’
Dos Libros..., on American
medical drugs
1571 Peter Severinus’' Idea Medicinae Battle of Lepanto,
Philosophicae and Guinther von destruction of Turkish
Andernach’s De Medicina Veteri fleet by European Holy
et Nova League
1572 Saint Bartholomew's
Day Massacre in France
1575 Leiden University in Holland is
founded
1578 Francis Drake on
voyage round the world
1584 Sir Walter Raleigh
. discovers ‘Virginia’
William of Orange
assassinated
1585 Foundation of the University of

Edinburgh

209






