
British Medicine
Two Page History

Medieval 13th to 16th Centuries
Ideas on cause of disease
Four Humours: Idea by
Hippocrates that body
contained 4 humours
(blood, black bile, 

yellow bile, phlegm)
that when imbalanced, made you ill, 

for example nosebleed = too much 
blood, that needed to be got rid of
Church supported idea of 4 Humours 

and people thought it made sense
Physicians used Urine Charts, linked to 

humours to diagnose illness
Miasma: Bad air called Miasma causes 

disease, caused by dirt/waste
God: Church taught God caused 

disease to test faith or for punishment
Supernatural: Astrologists blamed 

stars & planets for illness. Movement 
of Mars/Jupiter caused Black Death. 
People also superstitious, e.g. witches
Treatment of Disease
Four Humours: Galen’s ‘Theory of 
Opposites’ used to treat humour with 
opposite, phlegm= have hot/spicy food
Leeching, Cupping, to move bad blood
Purging with herbs, draw out humours
Herbal Remedies: Wise women gave 
homemade remedies that did work e.g. 
honey for infection, mint for stomach
Religious: Prayers, pilgrimage to shrine
Surgery: Barber surgeons used 
trepanning to remove demons from 
skulls, basic antiseptic like wine, 
experienced in times but high chance 
of death due to dirty tools, high risk of 
infection and no anatomical knowledge
Supernatural: eg. crushed magpie beak

Prevention of disease
Most people thought ONLY god could 
prevent disease, so focus on prayer, fasting
Rich used Regmin sanitis: eat & live healthy
Wearing amulets/charms for protection
Herbs and ringing bells to remove miasma
Public Health
Poor public health, dirty towns, water 
supplies and a lack of waste. No government 
spending but some cities employed rakers
(12 in London) and installed cesspits and 
water supply (York)
Care & Hospitals
Physicians: trained by church at university, 
no anatomical knowledge as dissection was 
banned. Took observation and diagnosed
Apothecaries: Chemists who made herbal 
remedies, experienced but no training
Wise Woman: Local woman with medical 
skills such as midwifery & making remedies
Hospitals: First in 1123, ran by the church. 
Offered ‘care not cure’ , thought God would 
do it. Turned away those with diseases.
Black Death 1348-9
Causes: blamed on God, Planets, Jews and 
Miasma but no one knew it was rats
Treatment: Popping buboes, praying, spells
Prevention: Flagellants whipped themselves
Public Health: Govt. introduced quarantine
Progress?
Very little progress overall, continuity!
Factors for/against progress
Church: Church controlled everything and 
people afraid of God, limited change. They 
controlled education and ideas on disease, 
which support Hippocrates/Galen’s ideas so 
no one dared or wanted to challenge ideas 
as if you challenged Church, you were God!
Tradition: Many simply respected tradition, 
e.g. Hippocrates/Galen and saw ideas as 
rational and respected. Galen wrote 300 
books, so why bother looking for change?
Government: King and government spent 
nothing, only during Black Death 

Renaissance 16th to 18th Centuries
Ideas on cause of disease
Change: Fewer people believed in 

supernatural or religious causes (reducing 
power of the Church in Reformation). 
Scientific thinking spreads, idea seeds in air 
may spread disease. Less use of Urine Chart
Thomas Sydenham promotes ’direct 
observation’ of patients not using books
Continuity: Miasma theory continued and 
stayed popular whilst Four Humours 
continued, even used on King Charles II. 
People believed God caused Plague, 1666
Treatment of Disease
Change: Little change over the period
Alchemy: Over 122 chemical cures like 
Mercury to cure Smallpox but dangerous
Transference: Idea illness could be 
transferred to an object like an onion
New Remedies: New World (USA) brought 
herbs/spices like quinine for dysentery
Continuity: Large amounts of continuity
Herbal remedies remained popular
Bleeding and purging the Four Humours, 
even Charles II was and during Great Plague
Religious: People still believed God cured, 
92,000 touched Charles II hand to cure 
scrofula. Many still prayed in Great Plague
Care & Hospitals
Change: Physicians had better access to 
medical books due to printing press, impact 
of Vesalius improved knowledge of 
anatomy. Dissection now allowed
Surgeons/Apothecaries could join guilds to 
get training to become masters : Over 122 
Hospitals: More hospitals treating sick but 
Henry VIII closed monastery run hospitals
Pest house for contagious disease & some 
charity hospitals opened with physicians 
who focused on treatment not religion
Continuity: Large amounts of continuity
Physicians continued to be too expensive, 
most care done in the home by women
Most hospitals continued, no contagious

Prevention of Disease
Emphasis on removing Miasma: draining 
swamps & clearing rubbish. Closing 
bathhouses to stop Syphilis spread
The Scientific Revolution
Royal Society (1660) set up and given £ by 
Charles II, encouraged science printed 
scientific book ‘Philosophical transactions’ 
e.g. Van Leeuwenhoek seeing of bacteria
Vesalius Italian professor who carried out 
dissection, improved understanding of 
anatomy and proved Galen wrong (Jaw) 
which encouraged others to challenge 
Galen/do dissections. Work printed in  UK 
William Harvey Royal physicians, did public 
dissections and recorded symptoms, not 
using books.  Used Vesalius ideas to prove 
Galen wrong about blood circulation 
through arteries & veins. Ideas then taught 
in medical schools and encouraged further 
challenge of ideas
Thomas Sydenham Doctor, published 
Observationes Medicae, challenged four 
humours and suggested direct observation 
of patients symptoms. Part of Royal Society
Great Plague 1666-7
Causes: Most people blamed for Miasma, 
realised could be passed between people
Treatment: Similar to Black Death, many 
visited Quack Doctors & used transference
Prevention: Plague Doctors advised herbs
Public Health: Govt did much more, closed 
theatres, killed cats/dogs, burnt tar, carts 
collected the dad and quarantined houses
Factors for/against progress
Church: Decline of church power in 
reformation, allowed new ideas/dissection
Tech: Printing press allowed spread of ideas 
to challenge church and new scene ideas
Government: King supported scientific 
revolution, govt. action in Great Plague
Individuals: Sydenham, Vesalius, Harveru
BUT, little short term change as old ideas 
continued and new ones slow to spread



Care & Hospitals
Florence Nightingale: trained as nurse, led 
nurse team in Crimean war, encouraged 
hygiene, clean air and training for nurses. 
Wrote books & opened Royal College of 
Nursing to train nurses/midwives
Change: New hospitals opened by charities, 
small Cottage hospitals with Nurses & 
Doctors from 1859. Nurses given more 
training, hospitals cleaner (Aseptic) due to 
Germ Theory. Old, Sick or Poor still had to 
visit workhouses but eventually infirmaries 
opened for the poor. Specialist hospitals for 
mentally sick (Asylums) 
Rich could pay doctors to visit at home. 
Continuity: Still had to pay for treatment
Public Health
Government began to take steps to improve, 
end of the Laissez Faire policy
Public Health Act, 1975: authorities had to 
provide: clean water, sewers, public toilets, 
health officers and monitor buildings
Cholera, 1854
Causes: blamed on Miasma/Spont Gen but 
John Snow identified it was dirty water
Treatment: No treatment
Prevention: No immediate change but long 
term changes: sewage system, clean water
Public Health: Led to Public Health Act 1875
Progress?
Large amounts of progress (hospitals, 
surgery, cause of disease) but still low age 
expectancy (46) and most people did not 
experience changes to medicine/health yet 
especially the poor, as there was nothing
Factors for/against progress
Government: Government finally began to 
spend on health (Vaccinations/Public Health 
Act) which was first time in history
Individuals: Medieval & scientific 
Improvements pushed by Jenner, Lister, 
Pasteur, Koch and  Simpson
Science/Tech: Development of microscopes, 
laboratories for discoveries

Modern 21st Century
Ideas on cause of disease
Change: Germ Theory only found 
bacteria cause, now improvements in 
genetic causes and diagnosis
Genetics: DNA identified by 
Crick/Watson in 1953, and then Human 
Genome Project allowed doctors to 
identify genetics diseases like 
Parkinson's and Alzheimer's. However, 
no treatment yet but can test/prevent 
Downs Syndrome in embryo
Diagnosis: Specific methods to diagnose 
e.g. CT Scans, Ultrasounds, Blood Tests, 
X Rays, MRI Scans, ECGs Scans could 
now test for; cancer, broken bones or 
diabetes. Huge improvement
Lifestyle: Understood impact of lifestyle 
on health; smoking, drinking and diet
Treatment of Disease
Change: More huge change in period
Antibiotics: Paul Ehrlich develops first 
Magic Bullet (Salvarsan 606) in 1914 to 
attack infections in body, chemical cure
Prontosil, 2nd Magic Bullet developed 
which helped post-natal infection drop 
from 20% to 5%. Still not widely used
Penicillin: huge breakthrough with 
accidental discovery of penicillin by 
Fleming, then developed by Florey and 
Chain in 1938 to create pure penicillin. 
America funded production, NHS then 
made it free for all to treat most 
bacteria infections like pneumonia –
huge impact!
But, growth of penicillin resistant bugs
Surgery: Key hole surgery to limit impact 
of surgery, microsurgery to help 
transplants (heart 1967) and 
anaesthetics now perfected.
Modern Treatments: New drugs like 
Aspirin to cure painkillers/fever, X-Rays 
for radiotherapy, blood transfusions, 
dialysis machines and prosthetic limbs

Prevention of Disease
Vaccination: National vaccination campaign 
for Diphtheria 1942 and Polio eradicated by 
1984 due to compulsory vaccinations. 
Lifestyle Campaigns: Understanding of 
causes led to specific campaigns, e.g. 
Stoptober to stop smoking for a month and 
everyone gets a free health check over 40
Government Actions: New laws to to 
provide a healthy environment for UK, e.g. 
Clean Air Act 1956 & Smoking Ban 2007. 
Care & Hospitals
In 1911, National Insurance Act gave some 
care for working class but not enough
The NHS set up 1948 huge change, 
essentially free health care for all people
At first, lack of money, hospitals and GP 
quality and waiting times but improvements 
GP’s Charter 1966 to improve GPs, Quality 
Care Commission to monitor hospitals and 
more hospitals built, even specialists like 
Alder Hey for children. NHS played huge part 
in life expectancy growing to 83 due to free 
care and  medical developments
Lung Cancer Study
Huge problem, almost 40,000 cases a year
Causes: CT Scan and Bronchoscope can 
identify type of cancer, but not early enough
Treatment: Improvements, surgery, 
radiotherapy and chemotherapy BUT at 
present there is NO CURE not cancer. 
Prevention: Government slowly brought in 
Smoking Ban (2007), tobacco tax and 
encouraged advertising to stop smoking 
Factors for/against progress
Science/Tech: Hugely important, led to 
rapid changes in causes and treatment 
Government: NHS ad Vaccinations huge in 
put into improving public health
Individuals: Watson, Crick, Fleming, Florey 
and Chain all pushed huge discoveries
Massive change in Modern Age, 83 life 
expectancy and huge advances, but still 
genetics, cancer and  superbug problems

Industrial 18th to 20th Centuries
Ideas on cause of disease
Change: Considerable changes

Early scientists using microscopes so 
bacteria could be seen, led to theory of 
Spontaneous Generation, germs produced 
by decaying matter (waste)
Pasteur: Publishes Germ Theory 1861, 
proves SG wrong and that microbes in air 
cause decay and possibly disease
Koch: Proves Pasteur right that germs cause 
disease: TB  1882, Cholera 1883
Little impact at first, BUT eventually 
inspired Lister and other doctors
Continuity: Miasma theory remained

Treatment of Disease
Change: Significant change
Religious, supernatural, 4 humours gone
Surgery: Huge change in surgical treatment 
Antiseptics: Using the Germ Theory, Joseph 
Lister developed first antiseptic: Carbolic 
Acid in 1867. Greatly reduced infection in 
surgery and  help led to Aseptic Surgery (by 
1900 Operating Theatres were sterilised: 
equipment, patients & clothing)
Anaesthetics: Before 1800 alcohol used, 
then tests with Ether, Laughing Gas until 
Simpson developed Chloroform in 1847. 
Worked well but incorrect dosage led to 
deaths (Surgery Black Period). Cocaine then 
developed as first local anaesthetic
However, many doctors reluctant to believe 
Germ Theory, so growth of antiseptics & 
anaesthetics was slow at first but long term 
there was huge impact as surgery became 
more complex (First heart surgery 1896) 

Prevention of disease
Edward Jenner, English doctor focused on 
wiping out Smallpox and in 1798 proves 
vaccination could prevent it. Slow to be 
used and only from 1852 did government 
make it compulsory as doctors resistant 
Pasteur/Koch then develops it using GT to 
find vaccinations for Cholera 1883


