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Medicine in 
medieval England 
 

 
Summary: There were very few scientific advances in this period. The main provider of care was the Church; an institution 
which was present in all aspects of medieval life. People believed disease was sent from God as a punishment for sin and it was 
not possible to question these teachings. The invention of the printing press was perhaps the most significant development of 
this period, because it made it possible to spread new ideas, however its potential was only realised during the Renaissance. 

 

   

Institution: The Church  Key individuals 

Institution: The Government  Hippocrates: 
Ancient Greek 
physician who 
created the 
theory of the four 
humours. 

 

Galen: Physician in ancient Rome who 
developed Hippocrates’ theories 
further (e.g. The Theory of Opposites) 
and wrote more than 350 books about 
medicine. His teachings were 
promoted by the Church because they 
fitted with Christian ideology. 

 

Individuals  

Education  

Attitudes: Respect for tradition  

 
The five key factors 
preventing change 

 

 
 

What was medieval England like? Public health was poor. Life in medieval England was all about hard work. Eighty-five percent of the population 
worked in the fields, yet food was scarce as people produced crops for rich landowners. Physical labour meant that sickness and disease were never far 
away. The streets were overcrowded and the lack of drains meant that disease spread very easily. Nearly half the population died before reaching 
adulthood from either famine or smoke inhalation. Open fires were used in the home to cook and exposure to this was extremely unhealthy. 
 

Ideas about the causes of disease and illness: There was not much scientific knowledge in medieval England and beliefs about the causes of illness can 
be understood as either supernatural or rational. People were reluctant to look to science to explain illness because they thought that the Church had 
already provided the answers. In turn, the Church used ancient texts by Hippocrates and Galen to explain illness. They put forward the Theory of the 
Four Humours and people always aimed to restore their humoural balance in times of illness. People also looked to astrology and urine charts to 
diagnose illness. Only in times of terrible disease, such as the outbreak of the Black Death, did people start to question the authority of the Catholic 
Church. 
       

Approaches to treatment and prevention: Physicians would give patients a personalised diagnosis, but treatment was given by less skilled 
professionals, such as midwives or barber surgeons. People would go to apothecaries for herbal remedies. Prayer and repentance were believed to be 
the most successful methods to prevent disease.  Every illness had its own saint that people could pray to for help, an example being Saint Lucy who 
was the patron saint of the blind. Seriously ill people were even encouraged to go on pilgrimage by the Church. This meant that the sick travelled 
hundreds of miles in all sorts of weather from one part of the country to another just to pray at a holy spot or Church. The Church allowed rumours to 
spread that people were cured of their illness simply by travelling and praying on pilgrimage. 
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The Black Death, 1348-49: In 1348, a new disease reached the shores of England via trade routes from the Far East. It was known as ‘The Pestilence’ 
by the people of the time, and killed over 40% of the European population. 

Causes Treatments Prevention Symptoms of Black Death 
• chest pains and breathing 

troubles 
• fever 
• sneezing and coughing up 

blood 
• boils and black buboes 

appearing in the groin and 
armpits. 

 

Religious and supernatural: 
God deserting mankind and 
unusual positioning of the 
planets. 

Supernatural: The main 
recommendation was to confess your 
sins and ask God for forgiveness 
through prayer. 

Supernatural means: Pray to God, go on 
pilgrimage and make offerings to God. Show 
God how sorry you are by self-flagellation 
(whipping). 

Natural: Impure air 
(breathing in miasma). 

Natural: Physicians tried bleeding and 
purging  or strong smelling herbs like 
aloe and myrrh (for their cleansing 
properties).  

Natural means: Escaping the plague by leaving 
town! People were advised to carry posies of 
flowers underneath their noses and not breathe 
in the bad air. 

Common beliefs: That the 
Jews were to blame. 

Common beliefs: Common beliefs 
related to their Christian faith, but it 
quickly became clear that neither 
priest nor physician could help. 

Common beliefs: One physician recommended 
doing joyful things such as listening to cheerful 
music! People eventually stopped visiting family 
members who had caught the plague.  

 

The ancient Greek doctor Hippocrates from 370 BC is considered the father of modern 
medicine. Others may have been interested in medicine before him but he was the very 
first to have his views on medicine written down and preserved. Hippocrates and other 
ancient Greeks believed in an idea known as the four humours. It was a simple idea; the 
human body was made up of four things; blood, phlegm, yellow bile and black bile. 
Hippocrates created the fundamental principles of being a doctor:  

• Respect for human life has to come first and even above the law. A doctor must 
never harm a patient in any of their treatment. 

• Hippocrates’s clinical observation is still followed today. Doctors started by studying 
symptoms; heartbeat, temperature, breathing and urine and take notes of the 
patient’s answers. They would then study the notes and compare with previous 
patient’s suffering from similar conditions to predict what may be wrong and possible 
treatment.  

• Finally Hippocrates believed that nature was the biggest cure. Lots of rest and sleep. 
Plenty of fresh air and exercise will also help as too will a good healthy diet of fresh 
meat and vegetables. Ironically this is still seen as good common sense today. 

 Exam questions 

1. Explain one way which treatment of disease was 
similar in both the Medieval and Renaissance Periods. 
(4 marks). 

2. Explain why there was little change in the care 
provided by hospitals in the period c1250-1500.  
(12 marks) 
You may use the following in your answer: 
• ideas in the Church 
• herbal remedies. 

3. Medieval beliefs about the causes of disease were 
mostly based on superstition. How far do you agree? 
(16 marks) 
You may use the following in your answer: Miasma 
and the dominance of the Christian Church. 
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Galen was a Roman doctor and surgeon. He had learnt his trade working with injured Roman gladiators. He 
took Hippocrates’s findings on the four humours and built upon them. Human dissection was not allowed in 
Greek or Roman times as it was seen as an insult to the Gods but Galen had dissected wild animals. Indeed 
Galen is famous for his public dissection of a pig where he cut the pig’s spinal cords to prove that movement 
and voice were controlled by the brain.  

Galen’s big idea was that every human being had their own unique mix of humours and that for perfect health 
all four humours had to be in perfect balance. It was believed that you only became ill once your humours went 
out of balance and if that happened then you had to rid yourself of the excess humour by sneezing and 
coughing to get rid of phlegm, vomiting to get rid of yellow or black bile or very seriously bloodletting with 
leeches/or opening veins to get rid of the excess blood humour. Galen also built on Hippocrates further when 
he introduced The Theory of Opposites. The theory was quite simple; if you showed evidence of one of the 
humours, then to recreate the balance, the treatment should be something that was directly opposite.  
     

Key terminology 

Apothecaries People who mixed herbal remedies and had good knowledge 
of the healing powers of plants.  

Miasma Smells from decaying matter that were believed to cause disease. 

Astrology The study of the alignment of the planets and stars, used for 
diagnosing illness. Many people believed the Black Death was caused by a 
bad alignment of the planets. 

Phlebotomy or bloodletting A common treatment for imbalance of the 
humours. This was done by cutting a vein, using leeches or cupping 
(piercing the skin with a knife). 

Barber surgeon Barbers worked with sharp knives and, as well as cutting 
hair, they often performed surgical procedures. Barbers would do surgery 
and not physicians. 

Purging Inducing people to vomit or giving them a laxative to clear out 
their digestive system; used to balance out the humours. 

The Black Death An outbreak of the bubonic plague, spread by fleas on 
rats. Usually fatal within 3-5 days. 

Regimen Sanitatis A set of instructions by physicians to help a patient 
maintain good health. This would have included bathing, not over-eating 
and taking moderate exercise. 

The four humours The theory that ill health is caused by an imbalance of 
the four humours in the body. These are blood, phlegm (what is coughed 
up or sneezed out of the nose), black bile (excrement) and yellow bile 
(pus or vomit). 

Supernatural cures Religious cures such as healing prayers, paying for a 
mass, fasting and going on pilgrimages. 

Mass Roman Catholic service where bread and wine is given. Urine charts Physicians would examine people’s urine, checking colour, 
thickness, smell (and even taste) to diagnose illness.  
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