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Summary: There were some scientific advances in this period, but these mostly happened in the late Renaissance. As demonstrated by the Great 
Plague of 1665, ideas about the causes, prevention and treatment of disease remained similar amongst the general public. However, it could be 
argued that there were major scientific advances which helped pave the way for later change and by the end of the period, attitudes had started 
to shift.  
 

2.1 Ideas about the causes of disease and illness 

Change Continuity 
The Theory of the Four humours lessened in popularity. People still relied on remedies and cures from earlier times 
People became more curious about the world and wanted to 
understand. People still believed that miasma caused disease. 

Many great scientists and thinkers started to appear in this period and 
wanted to better understand the world. 

The practice of medicine remained the same, even though ideas about 
medicine were changing. 

 

2.2 Approaches to prevention and treatment: 
Approaches to prevention and treatment largely continued as before, but there was some change. The Theory of Transference was a popular. It 
stated that an illness or a disease could be transferred to something else. Herbal remedies, however, continued to be extremely popular, although 
often remedies were now chosen because of their colour or shape. The growth of alchemy also laid the foundations for modern chemistry and 
became extremely popular. Preventing disease was still considered to be the best way to avoid dying from it …   

People still believed that there were many factors that 
could prevent disease, including superstition and prayer. 

 However, people also started to believe in practising moderation and your 
condition at birth. 

Cleanliness was still very important. Bathing had become a lot less fashionable in England since the arrival of syphilis. 
People now kept clean by changing their clothes more often. 

People continued to practice regimen sanitatis. By the end of the 17th century, people also began to think that disease was also 
related to other factors (e.g. the weather). 

Miasma was still believed in. More steps were taken to remove miasma from the air (e.g. through removing 
sewage from the streets). 

2.3 William Harvey 

William Harvey is another key individual you will need to know about. He is best known for discovering the circulation of 
blood around the body and some of his ideas were later developed by Thomas Sydenham (e.g. that doctors should believe 
what they saw, rather than what was written in books). Below are three key facts to know: 

 

• Harvey disproved Galenic theory which stated that blood was made in the liver as a product of what a person ate. 
• He encouraged the dissection of human corpses and cut open cold blooded animals to show that arteries and veins were 

linked in one system. 
• He suggested that blood flowed around the body via a connected system of veins and arteries.  
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Key terminology 
Institutions Individuals Scientific breakthroughs Attitudes in society Technology 
… such as the 
Government (King Charles 
I) 

… Harvey’s own abilities. … such as dissections 
becoming common place 

… the ‘Medical 
Renaissance’ 

… such as mechanical 
firefighter pumps. 

 
Exam style questions 

1. Explain one way in which people’s ideas about the causes of plague were similar in the 14th and 17th centuries (4 marks). 
2. Explain why there was continuity in the way disease was treated in the period c1500-c1700. (12 marks) 

You may use the following in your answer: 
- The Great Plague 
- Attitudes in society 

3. Individuals had the biggest impact on medical training in the 16th and 17th centuries. How far do you agree? (16 marks) 
You may use the following in your answer: Vesalius and Guild Systems. 

Question 3 structure breakdown: 
• Introduction: Introduce 4 points raised (2 for and 2 against) and state criteria (in this case, I will judge this by looking at how many 

people each development benefited.) 
• Paragraph 1 (Agree) – Vesalius’s work corrected many of Galen’s ideas and encouraged other doctors to base their work on dissection. 
• Paragraph 2  (Agree) – Vesalius’s work laid the foundations for others to investigate the anatomy of the human body in more detail e.g. 

William Harvey 
• Paragraph 3 (Disagree) – The printing press was also extremely influential in helping train medics. 
• Paragraph 4 (Disagree) – A guild system developed amongst apothecaries which meant that apothecaries would spend years in training.  
• Conclusion – Tie argument together, making sure to link to original criteria.  

 
Key individuals 

Galen Physician in ancient Rome who developed Hippocrates’ theories further (e.g. The Theory of Opposites) and wrote more than 350 
books about medicine … many of his ideas were disproved during the Renaissance 

Vesalius The most famous anatomist of this period: disproved many of Galen’s ideas and encouraged doctors to base their work on 
dissection rather than believing old books.  

William 
Harvey Responsible for discovering the theory of circulation of blood around the body.  

Paracelsus Swiss scientist who rejected the Theory of the Four Humours and saw disease as something separate from the body, which needed 
to be attacked.  
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Thomas 
Sydenham 

Known as ‘The English Hippocrates’. Sydenham refused to rely on medical books when diagnosing a patient’s illness and made a 
point of closely observing their symptoms and treating the disease causing them. Sydenham laid the foundation for a more 
scientific approach to medicine from the 18th century onwards … 
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2.4 Dealing with the Great Plague 

In 1665, a serious outbreak of the plague swept across the whole of England. Lasting from June until November, the rate of infection of the Great 
Plague peaked in September, when 7,000 deaths from the disease were recorded in one week. Across the whole outbreak, 100,000 Londoners died 
– one in five people. 

Causes Treatments Prevention 

  

Religious and Supernatural: 
There had been an unusual 
alignment between Saturn 
and Jupiter in October 1665. 
This was seen as an unlucky 
combination that suggested 
there was trouble ahead.  

We actually don’t know much 
about treatments because so 
many were shut up with family 
members in quarantine that not 
many records of methods used to 
keep them alive remain. 
Theory of Transference: People 
would strap a live chicken to a 
buboe in the hope of transferring 
the plague to them. 

Physicians’ advice: Pray, 
repent, quarantine family 
members, carry a pomander 
to drive away miasma, 
various diets and special 
costumes for plague doctors. 

Punishment from God: Many 
people believed that the 
Great Plague was a result of 
mankind’s wickedness and 
that God had sent it to clean 
up his kingdom. 

Lancing Buboes: People would 
lance buboes with a feather 
plucked from a live chicken in the 
hope that poison would be drawn 
out and the patient would 
recover. 

Advice from other healers: 
Many people turned to local 
healers to help ward off the 
plague. Recipes for ‘plague 
water’ were popular, as 
were traditional herbal 
recipes. 

17th century Plague 
Doctor 

A dissected criminal 
body from Vesalius’s 
The Fabric of the 
Human Body. 

The Great Fire of London, 1666, was 
believed to help end the spread of plague. 

Miasma: The most popular 
theory about the spread of 
the Great Plague was that it 
was caused by miasma.  
People believed this miasma 
had been created by the 
stinking rubbish and 
dunghills that were a feature 
of 17th century city life. 

Herbal Remedies: Recipes for 
herbal remedies continued to be 
extremely popular. These took the 
form of medicines, poultices or 
rubs. Quack doctors took 
advantage of the general panic 
and mixed remedies, advertising 
them as fabulous cures. 

Government action: The 
government did more this 
time! They made people 
fast, banned public meetings 
and large funerals, closed 
theatres, killed cats and 
dogs, appointed searchers 
and wardens. 

 
 


