
17th Century Medicine 

Or 

I fix what ails you! 
 

Medical Theory 

 Humoral Theory 

 
 “As above, so below” 

On the micro-macrocosmic vision of the world are based humour theories, 

that will dominate for centuries western medicine: human body is like 

Earth. It functions well if its fundamental elements (air, water, earth and 

fire) are in harmonious balance. Lack of balance of its components spawns 

disease. It is a doctor’s task to recognize the rupture of harmony and to put 

it right, thus bringing the system back to equilibrium. 

 

According to humour theory, earth corresponds to black bile (or atrabile) 

that has its seat in the spleen; fire to yellow bile (or cholera), in the liver; 

water to phlegma, having seat in the head; and finally air corresponds to 

blood, whose seat is in the heart. And if this last approaching could seem 

strange, we must remember that before the discovers of William Harvey, 

doctors were convinced that arteries transported air and not blood! To the 

four humours also corresponded the four main temperaments: phlegmatic, 

melancholic, choleric and sanguine; the four elementary qualities: cold, 

warm, dry and wet; the four ages of life: childhood, youth, maturity and 

old age; and finally the four seasons. 

https://paolomaggiuk.wordpress.com/as-above-so-below-or-how-a-

scientific-theory-is-born/ 
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Disease Theory 

  Germs v environment 

The miasma theory of disease transmission held that diseases such 

as cholera, chlamydia or the Black Death were caused by a miasma 

(μίασμα, Ancient Greek: "pollution"), a noxious form of "bad air". 

The theory held that the origin of these epidemic diseases was a 

miasma, emanating from rotting organic matter.[5] Miasma was 

considered to be a poisonous vapor or mist filled with particles 

from decomposed matter (miasmata) that caused illnesses. The 

miasmatic position was that diseases were the product of 

environmental factors such as contaminated water, foul air, and 

poor hygienic conditions. Such infection was not passed between 

individuals but would affect individuals within the locale that gave 

rise to such vapors. It was identifiable by its foul smell. 

This was the predominant theory of disease transmission before the 

germ theory of disease took hold in the last decade of the 19th 

century. 

During the Middle Ages, Isidore of Seville (ca. 560 – 636) 

mentioned "plague-bearing seeds" (pestifera semina) in his On the 

Nature of Things (ca. 613 AD).[14] And in 1345, Tommaso del 

Garbo (ca. 1305–1370) of Bologna, Italy mentioned Galen's "seeds 

of plague" in his work Commentaria non parum utilia in libros 

Galeni (Helpful commentaries on the books of Galen).[15] 

The Italian scholar and physician Girolamo Fracastoro proposed in 

1546 in his book De Contagione et Contagiosis Morbis that 

epidemic diseases are caused by transferable seed-like entities that 

transmit infection by direct or indirect contact, or even without 

contact over long distances. The diseases were categorised based 

on how they were transmitted, and how long they could lie 

dormant.  https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Germ_theory_of_disease 

Medical Equipment 

 Hardware 

  Microscope 

The first microscope to be developed was the optical microscope, 

although the original inventor is not easy to identify. Evidence 

points to the first compound microscope appearing in the 

Netherlands by the 1620s, with a likely inventor being Cornelis 

Drebbel.[1] Counter claims include it being invented by Hans 

Lippershey (who obtained the first telescope patent) and what may 
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be a dubious claim by Zacharias Janssen's son that his father 

invented the microscope and telescope.[2] Giovanni Faber coined 

the name microscope for Galileo Galilei's compound microscope 

in 1625 [3] (Galileo had called it the "occhiolino" or "little eye"). 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Microscope 

 

 Medicines 

  Do herbs work? 

Archaeological evidence indicates that the use of medicinal plants 

dates back to the Paleolithic age, approximately 60,000 years ago. 

Written evidence of herbal remedies dates back over 5,000 years, 

to the Sumerians, who compiled lists of plants. A number of 

ancient cultures wrote about plants and their medical uses in books 

called herbals. In ancient Egypt, herbs are mentioned in Egyptian 

medical papyri, depicted in tomb illustrations, or on rare occasions 

found in medical jars containing trace amounts of herbs.[10] Among 

the oldest, lengthiest, and most important medical papyri of ancient 

Egypt, the Ebers Papyrus dates from about 1550 BC, and covers 

more than 700 drugs, mainly of plant origin.[11] The earliest known 

Greek herbals come from Theophrastus of Eresos who in the 4th c. 

B.C. wrote in Greek Historia Plantarum, from Diocles of Carystus 

who wrote during the 3rd century B.C, and from Krateuas who 

wrote in the 1st century B.C. Only a few fragments of these works 

have survived intact, but from what remains scholars have noted a 

large amount of overlap with the Egyptian herbals.[12] Seeds likely 

used for herbalism have been found in archaeological sites of 

Bronze Age China dating from the Shang Dynasty[13] (c. 1600 BC–

c. 1046 BC). Over a hundred of the 224 drugs mentioned in the 

Huangdi Neijing, an early Chinese medical text, are herbs.[14] Herbs 

also commonly featured in the medicine of ancient India, where 

the principal treatment for diseases was diet.[15] De Materia 

Medica, originally written in Greek by Pedanius Dioscorides (c. 40 

– 90 AD) of Anazarbus, Cilicia, a Greek physician, pharmacologist 

and botanist, is a particularly important example of such[which?] 

writings.[16] The documentation of herbs and their uses was a 

central part of both Western and Eastern medical scholarship 

through to the 1600s.  https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Herbalism 

 

 

Battle Treatment 
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 Breaks 

Because the physician held higher status than the surgeon during the 

Middle Ages, few treatises on surgery or wound care were published. One 

notable exception was Guy De Chauliac (1298–1368), who proposed five 

principles for treating wounds: removal of foreign bodies, rejoining of 

severed tissues, maintenance of tissue continuity, preservation of organ 

substance, and prevention of complications. De Chauliac described a 

weighted system for continuous traction to reduce femoral fractures. He 

also was an early advocate of topical anesthesia [79] and described 

techniques for hernia, cataract, and amputation 41].  

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2706344/ 

 Punctures 

  Gun v Bow: A changing battlefield 

For example, Pikoulis et al. [Pikoulis EA, Petropoulos JC, Tsigris C, Pikoulis N, 

Leppaniemi AK, Pavlakis E, Gavrielatou E, Burris D, Bastounis E, Rich NM. Trauma 
management in ancient Greece: value of surgical principles through the years. World J 

Surg. 2004;28:425–430.] reviewed the wounds depicted in The Iliad and 

determined the arrow wounds such as the one suffered by 

Menelaus carried a mortality rate of 42%, slingshot wounds 67%, 

spear wounds 80%, and sword wounds 100%. 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2706344/#CR79
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The development of firearms made cautery a universally accepted 

treatment for gunshot wounds throughout the 16th century. 

Gunshot wounds resulted in gross tissue destruction that was an 

excellent medium for infection. However, because surgeons of the 

era had no knowledge of bacteria, they concluded infection was the 

result of poisonous gunpowder, and sought to destroy the poison 

by pouring boiling oil into the wound [116]. The precise origin of 

this practice is uncertain, but it was widely popularized through 

medical texts written by an Italian surgeon, Giovanni da Vigo 

(1460–1525) [41]. During the siege of Turin in 1536, Ambroise 

Paré (1510–1590), a surgeon with the French Army, ran out of 

boiling oil and substituted a salve of egg yolk, oil of rose, and 

turpentine, which, to his astonishment, reduced inflammation and 

enhanced patient comfort, at least compared with “seething oil” 

[7]. He concluded conventional wisdom was incorrect and 

published his observations in his Treatise on Gunshot Wounds in 

1545.  https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2706344/ 
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