
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 

Theory of Miasma 

Miasma – a bad smell that was believed to spread disease 

− Hippocrates and Galen agreed that swamps, corpses and rotting matter could transmit disease 

− Smells were connected to God; a sweet-smelling home was a sign of spiritual cleanliness, whereas a 

bad smell was a sign of sinfulness and corruption 

Treatments for Disease 
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Royal Army Medical Corps (RAMC) 

− Branch of the army responsible for medical care 

Dressing Stations 

− In abandoned buildings, dug-outs, bunkers or tents 

− Staffed by a team of medical officers, medical orderlies, stretcher bearers from the RAMC, also with 

nurses from 1915 

− Advanced Dressing Stations (ADS) 400m from RAP and Main Dressing Station (MDS) 

− Not major injuries 

Casualty Clearing Stations 

− Sufficient distance from the frontline – protection and allowing accessibility for ambulances 

− Set up in buildings such as schools and factories, and near a railway 

− Treatment for serious injuries including operations – originally done in hospitals, but as knowledge 

about contaminated wounds improved, CCSs increased in importance 

− Divided into three groups (triage):  

o Walking wounded – patch up and return to frontline 

o Those needing hospital treatment – moved to base hospitals once serious injuries treated 

o So severely wounded with no chance of recovery – made comfortable 

Base Hospitals 

− Located near coast for access to hospital ships 

− Continued treatment started in CCSs 

− More experimentation, for example, specialist doctors for treatment of particular wounds 

− Stationary Hospital and General Hospitals – essentially very similar 

New medical developments brought about by the First World War 

20th Century Aseptic Surgery 

− Staff had to wash hands, faces and arms before entering operation theatre 

− Gloves and gowns worn 

− Stream sterilisation to clean instruments in boiling system (autoclaves) 

− Air sterilised by being pumped over heating system to kill germs 

The Blood Bank at Cambrai 

− Blood transfusions could only occur directly person to person, with the risk of being given the wrong 

blood type 

− 1915 Lewisohn discovered by adding sodium citrate, blood transfusion could be done indirectly, then in 

the same year Weil further discovered that this blood could be stored for up to two days 

− 1916 Rous and Turner found that blood with citrate glucose solution added could be stored for up to 

four weeks 

− Blood transfusions done in hospitals and only severely wounded taken to hospital, so not enough able 

men to give blood for serious wounds 

− Robertson made the first ‘Blood Depot’ at Cambrai saving eleven severely wounded men 

− He used the indirect method (syringe and tube) to prevent shock from blood loss before surgery 

The Use of the Mobile X-ray Units 

− Identified shrapnel and bullets in wounds which could cause an infection if not removed 

− Helped surgeons and reduced deaths from infection 

− Could not identify all foreign objects in wounds 

− Machines overheated quickly and were slow, so the injured men had to stay still for a long time 

Plastic Surgery 
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Spontaneous Generation was an alternate theory to the Theory of the Four Humours, which had been 

completely discarded by the arrival of the 18th Century. This new theory suggested that decaying matter 

turned into germs called microbes, which spread through miasmata. Examples of this theory include, frogs 

coming from mud, and flies coming from decaying meat. Although this theory was not scientifically correct, 

it caused a rapid change in ideas about the causes of illness and disease as it replaced the incorrect and 

outdated Theory of the Four Humours and led to more research and subsequent discoveries about 

microbes and the process of decay.  

Germ Theory, discovered by Louis Pasteur, proved the theory of miasma and Spontaneous Generation 

wrong as he observed that microbes were the perpetrators of decay, not a product. Pasteur’s Germ Theory 

caused rapid change in ideas about the causes of illness and disease as it was essential to the later work of 

other scientists and doctors and changed people’s understanding of illness. These changes assisted the 

1875 Public Health Act to pass and led to aseptic surgical conditions and the development of antiseptics as 

there was an understanding about the relationship between bacteria and disease.  

Robert Koch used Pasteur’s Germ Theory to identify particular bacteria which caused certain disease. Koch 

discovered the bacteria that caused tuberculosis in 1882, caused cholera in 1883, and caused blood 

poisoning and septicaemia in 1878. He followed his work on cholera up by proving it was spread in water 

supplies in 1884. Koch also developed the method of using agar jelly to grow bacteria, and later a method 

for staining them with industrial dyes during his research into tuberculosis. Koch caused rapid change in 

ideas about the causes of illness and disease with his influence on other scientists with his title ‘father of 

bacteriology’, which led to many subsequent developments as well as his own numerous important 

discoveries.  

Overall, there was rapid change in ideas about the causes of illness and disease between c.1700 and c.1900 

due to Spontaneous Generation, which replaced the outdated Theory of the Four Humours; Louis Pasteur’s 

Germ Theory, which disproved the long-believed miasmata theory and Spontaneous Generation. It 

influenced other scientists such as Koch, who’s work on microbes led to many important discoveries about 

the causes of certain illnesses and diseases, and also influenced many scientists, who would later develop 

vaccinations using the bacteria identified by Koch. Therefore, there was rapid change in ideas about the 

causes of illness and disease in the period c.1700 to c.1900. 

12/16 + 4/4 = 16/20 

Target – more analysis in terms of the question needed and a little more on how popular Pasteur’s ideas 

were 

 

Explain why there was rapid change in surgical treatments in the period c.1700 – c.1900 [12 marks]  

There was rapid change in surgical treatments in the period c.1700 to c.1900 as there was vast progress in 

many areas of medicine that had encountered very little to no change since medieval times.  

Florence Nightingale vastly improved medical and surgical treatments in the 1800s by advocating for 

sanitary hospitals. In the Crimean War, Nightingale rapidly increased the mortality rate from 40% to 2%, all 

by having sanitary wards, separating patients and having good ventilation. This reduced risk of infection 

from injuries, and soldiers would no longer die from small wounds. Her success led to the improvement of 

hospitals with cleaner conditions, and more highly trained nurses. This led to rapid change in surgical 

treatments as it linked germs and exterior conditions to infection.  

Joseph Lister led to rapid change in surgical treatments between c.1700 and c.1900 as he applied Pasteur’s 

Germ Theory to surgery. He realised that if food could decay, so could the flesh. He used carbolic acid on 

wounds to remove bacteria, to lower the risk of infection. Although the use of carbolic acid was not 
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