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The History of Medicine

The history of medicine is a long and distinguished one, as healers sought to alleviate
illnesses and fix injuries since the dawn of humanity.

Shamen and pagan priests used a blend of rituals and medical techniques, to cure ailments.
Amongst the ritual and magic, they sometimes arrived at a cure that passed into oral tradition
and memory.

Herbs, acupuncture and prayer were commonly used to heal and, whilst eastern practitioners
certainly contributed greatly and participated in the sharing of knowledge along the ancient
Silk Route, the scope of this article will concentrate on a Euro-centric approach. This western
bias also includes the Ancient Egyptian medicine and the Middle East.
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The History of Medicine and Ancient Egyptian Medicine

Due to the hot and dry climate in Egypt, ancient papyri have survived intact, allowing
historians to study the sophisticated techniques employed by Ancient Egyptian physicians.
Whilst couched in magic and ritual, the Egyptians possessed a great deal of knowledge of
healing herbs and repairing physical injuries, amongst the normal population and the workers
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The Ancient Greeks, some 1000 years before the birth of Christ, recognized the importance of
physicians, as related in the works of Homer, injured warriors were treated by physicians.
They continued to develop the art of medicine and made many advances, although they were
not as skilled as the Ancient Egyptians, whom even Homer recognized as the greatest healers
in the world. Whilst they imported much of their medical knowledge from the Egyptians, they
did develop some skills of their own and certainly influenced the course of the Western history
of medicine.

The Greeks tended to believe that most ailments could be healed by prayers to the God of
Medicine, Asclepius, and the great temples, known as Aesclepions, were where many Greeks
went to seek healing, making sacrifices and prayer to the god in return for having their
ailments healed.
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The Four Humors were:



e Sanguine: The blood, related to the element of air and the liver, dictated courage, hope
and love.

e Choleric: Yellow bile, related to the element of fire and the Gall Bladder, could lead to
bad temper and anger, if in excess.

e Melancholic: Black bile, associated with the element of earth and the spleen, would
lead to sleeplessness and irritation if it dominated the body.

e Phlegmatic: Phlegm, associated with the element of water and the brain, was
responsible for rationality, but would dull the emotions if allowed to become dominant.

Many of the Greek herbal remedies and medicines were based around restoring the balance
of humors, and this belief continued in European thought well into the Middle Ages.

The Greeks were also surgeons and some of the equipment they used is recognizable today.
Some of the tools of the Greek physicians included forceps, scalpels, tooth-extraction forceps
and catheters, and there were even syringes for drawing pus from wounds. One instrument,
the spoon of Diocles, was used by the surgeon Kritoboulos, to remove the injured eye of
Phillip of Macedon without undue scarring. Finally, the Greeks knew how to splint and treat
bone fractures, as well as add compresses to prevent infection.

The Egyptians and the Greeks lay at the root of the modern history of medicine,
understanding the value of cleanliness, medicines and the finer arts of surgery. Their
knowledge passed down to the Romans, who preserved the medical skills and refined them.

The Romans and the History of Medicine

The Roman contribution to the history of medicine is often overlooked, with only Galen, of
Greek origin, believed to be notable of mention. However, this does the Romans a great
disservice and they put their excellent engineering skills to use in preventative medicine. The
Romans understood the role of dirt and poor hygiene in spreading disease and created
aqueducts to ensure that the inhabitants of a city received clean water. The Roman engineers
also installed elaborate sewage systems to carry away waste. This is something that
Europeans did not fully understand until the 19th Century; before this period, sewage was still
discharged close to drinking water.

The Romans may not have understood the exact mechanisms behind disease but their
superb level of personal hygiene and obsession with cleanliness certainly acted to reduce the
number of epidemics in the major cities. Otherwise, they continued the tradition of the Greeks
although, due to the fact that a Roman soldier was seen as a highly trained and expensive
commodity, the military surgeons developed into fine practitioners of their art. Their refined
procedures ensured that Roman soldiers had a much lower chance of dying from infection
than those in other armies.

When mentioning the Roman influence on the history of medicine, the physician Galen is the
most illustrious name. This Greek, granted an expensive education by his merchant father,
studied in the medical school at Pergamum and frequented the Aesclepions. In AD161, Galen
moved to Rome, where he acted as physician to the gladiators, which allowed him to study
physiology and the human body.

Later he committed his findings into writing and produced many works about human



physiology and the treatment of ailments. As his fame grew, as a physician and lecturer, he
became the personal physician of three emperors, Marcus Aurelius, Commodus and
Septimus Severus.

When the Roman Empire split into the Western and Eastern Empires, the Western Empire,
centered on Rome, went into a deep decline and the art of medicine slowly slipped away, with
the physicians becoming pale shadows of their illustrious predecessors and generally causing
more harm than good. Western Europe would not appear again in the history of medicine until
long after the decline of Islam.

In the Eastern Empire, based on Byzantium, physicians kept the knowledge and the skills
passed from the Romans and the Greeks. This knowledge would form the basis of the Islamic
medicine that would refine and improve medial techniques during the Islamic domination of
the Mediterranean and Middle East. The history of Medicine would center on the Middle East
and Asia for the next few centuries.
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