
Medicine Through Time (1250 – Present) 

SECTION 1: Medicine in Medieval England c.1250 – c.1500 

What was life in Medieval England like? 

The Church: Every village had a priest, giving the Church a lot of influence over people’s 

lives. The Church used texts by Galen and Hippocrates to explain why people caught 

disease. The Church was also powerful as: 

1. They owned large amounts of land containing churches, monasteries and 

convents 

2. They provided medical care for the ill – trusted and relied upon by the 

community 

3. They were the only literate people and taught the people 

The King and his government: Provided little money to local councils for sanitation. Nearly 

half of the population died before adulthood from sickness and disease 

Communication: Books were written by hand, so knowledge was slow to spread 

Work and harvests: 90% of people were farmers and had little time for an education. If the 

harvest failed many people would starve 

Food supplies and transport: Livestock and horses created lots of dirt on the streets 

Attitudes: The Church did not encourage any deviation from traditional ideas 

The Cause of Disease 

Religious − People believed God could send disease as a punishment for sin or as a 
challenge to the faithful 

Astrology − Popular means to diagnose and explain illness used by physicians 

− A supernatural explanation for disease, which satisfied the Church as it did not 
contradict Hippocrates’ ideas about disease and illness 

− More accepted by the Church following the Black Death, which was believed to 
have been caused by a bad alignment of the planets 

Hippocrates 
Theory of 
the Four 
Humours 
(TOTFH) and 
Galen’s 
Theory of 
Opposites 

− Hippocrates was an Ancient Greek physician in 5th Century BC 

− He theorised that illness caused by an imbalance of the Four Humours: blood, 
phlegm, black bile and yellow bile (choler). If there was an excess of blood, 
presented by a fever, leaches would be used to regain balance 

− In the 2nd Century BC, Galen, an Ancient Roman physician added his Theory of 
Opposites to Hippocrates’ Theory 

− He theorised that if the patient had too much phlegm, presented by a cold, 
then the treatment would be something hot and dry, such as a chilli pepper 

− Testing urine – thickness, smell and taste – was a way to check the balance of 
the humours within the body 

Why were these theories so popular? 

− They were the only scientific explanations of the time and could be used to explain 

almost all physical and mental illnesses 

− Galen and Hippocrates’ theories fitted with the Church’s beliefs that God created 

mankind, so were supported by the Church, who owned the libraries 

− If a physician was known to have read the works of Galen and Hippocrates, they were 

ensured a good reputation and lots of patients 
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Rosalind Franklin 
and Maurice 
Wilkins 

1951 Created images of DNA using x-rays. Shared clearer images 
with James Watson and Francis Crick 

James Watson and 
Francis Crick 

1953 Originally led the Human Genome Project. Discovered the 
structure of DNA, published paper in April 1953 

Factors aiding the development of genetics 

− The discovery of the shape of DNA allowed work into how it works and mapping 

individual genes 

− The electron microscope could magnify more than any other model used before 

− The Human Genome Project allowed thousands of scientists all over the world to 

collaborate on the same project 

− All data produced from that study was public, benefitting many people 

Development of Penicillin 

− During WW1 Fleming had seen many men die from simple infections, the need for a 

solution was more important during WW2 

− 1928 Fleming identifies penicillin in his lab when mould on petri dishes killed bacteria 

which had been growing. Published findings in 1929, does not investigate into its uses in 

medicine 

− Florey and Chain revive Fleming’s research in 1939 

− Successfully treat mice with penicillin in 1940, then in 1941 they trialled it on a human 

with some success until their supply ran out 

− Funding from the US government allowed new ways of mass-producing and storing 

penicillin to be discovered. US pharmaceutical companies begin mass producing 

penicillin in 1942 

Lifestyle Factors 

− Smoking – asthma, lung cancer, heart disease, high blood pressure, throat and mouth 

cancer 

− Drugs – addiction, injuries, spread of disease through dirty needles 

− Alcohol – kidney problems, liver diseases, addiction 

− Air pollution – breathing issues 

− Tanning – skin cancer 

− Diet – obesity, type 2 diabetes, other various health problems 

− More courses of treatment made available for lung cancer: operation to remove 

tumour, lung transplant, radiotherapy, chemotherapy, genetic research 

Technologies used to make diagnosis 

− Blood tests 1930s 

− Blood pressure monitors 1880s 

− X-rays 1890s  

− CT and MRI scans 1970s 

The National Health Service (NHS) 
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Timeline of Medicine Through Time 

1250 1348 – The Black Death 

 1440 – The Printing press invented 

1500 1500 – Theory of the Four Humours started being rejected 

 1543 – ‘On the Fabrics of the Human Body’ published by Vesalius 

 1578 – Elizabeth I’s Plague Orders 

 1604 – The Plague Act of 1604 

 1628 – Harvey’s theory about the circulation of blood 

 1660 – First meeting of the Royal Society 

 1665-66 – The Great Plague 

 1676 – ‘Observations Medicae’ published by Sydenham 

1700 1798 – Jenner’s vaccination to smallpox published 

 1832 – Central Board of Health set up 

 1842 – Government enquiry into sanitary conditions  

 1847 – Simpson used chloroform as anaesthetic 

 1848 – Public Health Act 

 1853 – Nightingale's work in Crimea 

 1854 – Snow proved cholera spread in water 

 1861 – Pasteur's Germ Theory 

 1878 – Koch's work on microbes 

 1896 – X-rays used in radiology departments 

1900 1900 – Government took responsibility for health care 

 1914 – Start of WWI 

 1915 – Chlorine gas first used, phosgene gas used 

 1915-16 – Advancements made in storage of blood 

 1917 – First use of mustard gas 

 1928 – Fleming identifies penicillin 

 1939 – Florey and Chain revive research 

 1942 – Penicillin mass produced 

Present 1948 – NHS launched 
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