
medicine in the elizabethan era

medicine in the elizabethan era was a complex blend of traditional beliefs, emerging scientific ideas, and a
heavy reliance on herbal remedies and superstition. During the late 16th century, medical knowledge was
limited, and treatments were often based on a combination of ancient texts, folk practices, and the
prevailing humoral theory. The Elizabethan period was marked by frequent outbreaks of diseases such as
the plague, which posed significant challenges to medical practitioners and the general population alike.
Understanding the historical context of medicine in this era reveals how health and illness were perceived
and managed, highlighting the crucial role of physicians, surgeons, apothecaries, and midwives. This article
explores the medical theories, common treatments, public health measures, and the social role of medicine
in Elizabethan England. Below is a detailed overview of the key aspects discussed in this article.

Medical Theories and Beliefs

Practitioners of Medicine

Common Diseases and Treatments

Public Health and Hygiene

Medical Tools and Remedies

Medical Theories and Beliefs

The foundation of medicine in the Elizabethan era was heavily influenced by ancient Greek and Roman
medical theories, particularly the humoral theory. This theory, originally proposed by Hippocrates and later
expanded by Galen, dominated medical understanding. It posited that the human body contained four
humors: blood, phlegm, black bile, and yellow bile. Health was believed to be a matter of balancing these
humors, and illness resulted from their imbalance.

The Humoral Theory

The humoral theory dictated diagnosis and treatment during the Elizabethan period. Physicians aimed to
restore balance by using various methods such as bloodletting, purging, and dietary regulation. Each humor
was associated with specific qualities (hot, cold, wet, dry), and treatments were designed to counteract the



excess or deficiency of these qualities in the body.

Influence of Astrology

Astrology also played a significant role in Elizabethan medicine. Many medical practitioners believed that
the positions of stars and planets affected health and disease. Astrological charts were sometimes consulted
before administering treatments or performing surgeries. This integration of celestial beliefs with medicine
reflected the era’s fusion of science and mysticism.

Practitioners of Medicine

Medicine in the Elizabethan era was practiced by a variety of professionals with differing levels of training
and expertise. The medical profession was not yet standardized, leading to a wide range of practitioners
including physicians, surgeons, apothecaries, and midwives.

Physicians

Physicians were university-educated medical doctors who primarily diagnosed illnesses and prescribed
treatments based on humoral theory. They were considered the most prestigious among medical
practitioners but were often expensive and less accessible to the lower classes.

Surgeons and Barber-Surgeons

Surgeons performed practical medical procedures such as amputations and wound care. Unlike physicians,
they did not have a university education but learned through apprenticeships. Barber-surgeons combined
hair cutting with surgical tasks, reflecting a more hands-on approach to medicine.

Apothecaries

Apothecaries prepared and sold herbal remedies, medicines, and potions. Often acting as pharmacists and
general healers, they were crucial to Elizabethan healthcare. Their knowledge of herbs and compounds
was extensive, though their practices were sometimes mixed with superstition.



Midwives

Midwives provided care for women during pregnancy, childbirth, and postpartum recovery. They were
essential in communities, especially where access to physicians was limited. Midwives relied on traditional
knowledge and experience rather than formal training.

Common Diseases and Treatments

The Elizabethan era faced numerous health challenges, with outbreaks of infectious diseases being common.
The understanding of disease causation was limited, and many illnesses were attributed to imbalances or
supernatural forces.

The Bubonic Plague

The plague was one of the most devastating diseases during the Elizabethan period. Caused by the
bacterium Yersinia pestis, it led to widespread mortality. Treatments were largely ineffective and included
bloodletting, herbal remedies, and quarantine measures to control the spread.

Other Common Illnesses

Diseases such as smallpox, tuberculosis, influenza, and syphilis were prevalent. Treatments often involved a
combination of herbal medicines, purging, and spiritual interventions. The limited understanding of germs
meant that many remedies focused on balancing humors rather than targeting specific pathogens.

Typical Treatments

Treatments reflected the humoral theory and included:

Bloodletting: Used to remove excess blood believed to cause illness.

Purgatives and Emetics: Medicines that induced vomiting or bowel movements to expel harmful
substances.



Herbal Remedies: Plants like chamomile, rosemary, and mandrake were common ingredients in
medicines.

Spiritual Healing: Prayers, charms, and religious rituals were often employed alongside physical
treatments.

Public Health and Hygiene

Public health during the Elizabethan era was rudimentary, with limited understanding of disease
transmission. However, some measures were taken to manage outbreaks and improve urban sanitation.

Quarantine and Isolation

Authorities implemented quarantine laws to isolate those infected with contagious diseases, particularly the
plague. Infected houses were marked, and movement was restricted in affected areas to prevent spread.

Sanitation Practices

Sanitation was generally poor, with waste disposal methods insufficient to curb disease. Streets were often
filthy, and clean water was scarce. Despite this, there were efforts to clean streets and remove refuse,
especially in London, to improve public health.

Role of Hospitals

Hospitals functioned primarily as places for the poor and sick to receive care and shelter rather than centers
for advanced medical treatment. Many hospitals were attached to religious institutions and offered basic
nursing and support services.

Medical Tools and Remedies

The tools and remedies used in medicine during the Elizabethan era were primitive by modern standards



but represented the era's best available practices. The reliance on natural substances and manual
instruments was widespread.

Medical Instruments

Common instruments included lancets for bloodletting, scalpels, bone saws for surgery, and cupping glasses.
Surgical tools were often reused and sterilization was unknown, which increased the risk of infection.

Herbal Medicines

Herbal medicine was the backbone of treatment. Apothecaries and physicians utilized a wide array of
plants, roots, and minerals to create remedies. Common herbs included:

Chamomile - for calming and digestive issues1.

Mandrake - believed to have anesthetic properties2.

Rosemary - used to improve memory and circulation3.

Lavender - for antiseptic and soothing effects4.

Willow bark - early pain relief, containing salicin5.

Potions and Poultices

Potions were liquid medicines often mixed with alcohol or vinegar to extract the active ingredients of
herbs. Poultices, soft moist masses of herbs or other substances applied to the skin, were used to reduce
inflammation or draw out infections.

Frequently Asked Questions



What were common medical practices in the Elizabethan era?
Common medical practices in the Elizabethan era included bloodletting, herbal remedies, purging, and the
use of leeches. Physicians often relied on ancient texts and the theory of the four humors to diagnose and
treat illnesses.

How did the theory of the four humors influence medicine in the
Elizabethan era?
The theory of the four humors—blood, phlegm, black bile, and yellow bile—was central to Elizabethan
medicine. It was believed that an imbalance of these humors caused disease, so treatments aimed to restore
balance through methods like bloodletting and purging.

What role did apothecaries play in Elizabethan medicine?
Apothecaries in the Elizabethan era acted as early pharmacists, preparing and selling herbal remedies,
ointments, and potions. They were often more accessible to the public than physicians and played a crucial
role in healthcare.

How did superstition and religion affect medical treatment in the
Elizabethan era?
Superstition and religion heavily influenced medical treatment during the Elizabethan era. Many believed
that illnesses were caused by evil spirits or divine punishment, leading to treatments that included prayers,
charms, and rituals alongside medical procedures.

What were the limitations of medical knowledge during the Elizabethan
era?
Medical knowledge in the Elizabethan era was limited by the lack of scientific understanding and
technology. Anatomy was poorly understood, germ theory was unknown, and many treatments were
based on incorrect theories, resulting in ineffective or harmful practices.

Additional Resources
1. The Art of Healing: Medicine in Elizabethan England
This book explores the medical practices and beliefs that shaped healthcare during the Elizabethan era. It
delves into the role of herbal remedies, bloodletting, and early surgical techniques. The author also
examines how societal attitudes and superstition influenced medical treatments.

2. Physicians and Apothecaries: Healthcare Providers of the Elizabethan Age



Focusing on the key medical practitioners of the period, this book provides insights into the education,
status, and daily work of doctors and apothecaries. It highlights the differences between licensed physicians
and folk healers, as well as their interactions with patients. The book also covers the emerging medical
institutions of the time.

3. Plague and Pestilence: Epidemics in Elizabethan England
This volume investigates the impact of infectious diseases such as the bubonic plague on Elizabethan society.
It details the public health responses, quarantine measures, and the social consequences of widespread
illness. The book also discusses contemporary medical theories about disease transmission.

4. Herbs and Remedies: The Elizabethan Pharmacopoeia
A comprehensive guide to the medicinal plants and natural substances used by Elizabethan healers, this
book outlines common remedies and their preparation. It includes recipes from period herbals and discusses
the influence of classical texts on Elizabethan herbal medicine. The text also explores the intersection of
magic and medicine.

5. Bloodletting and Balms: Treatments and Therapies in the 16th Century
This title examines the prevalent medical treatments of the era, including bloodletting, purging, and the
use of balms and ointments. It describes the theoretical basis for these therapies rooted in humoral theory.
The book also evaluates their effectiveness and the risks involved.

6. The Anatomy of the Elizabethan Body: Medical Knowledge and Dissection
Charting the growth of anatomical knowledge during the Elizabethan period, this book covers the practice
of human dissection and its impact on medicine. It highlights key figures who advanced anatomical
understanding despite religious and legal restrictions. The work also discusses how anatomy influenced
surgical techniques.

7. Women and Medicine: Female Healers in Elizabethan England
This book uncovers the crucial role played by women as midwives, herbalists, and healers in Elizabethan
society. It examines how gender shaped access to medical knowledge and practice. The text also addresses
the tensions between traditional female healers and emerging male-dominated medical professions.

8. Medical Texts and Manuscripts of the Elizabethan Era
Focusing on the written sources of medical knowledge, this book surveys important medical texts,
manuscripts, and translations circulating in Elizabethan England. It explores how medical information was
disseminated and adapted. The book also considers the influence of printing technology on medical literacy.

9. The Influence of Galen and Hippocrates in Elizabethan Medicine
This scholarly work analyzes the enduring impact of classical medical authorities Galen and Hippocrates on
Elizabethan medical theory and practice. It discusses how their humoral theories were interpreted and
sometimes challenged. The book provides context for the transition from medieval to early modern
medicine.
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includes an appendix of botanicals and a glossary of folk medical terms. Demonstrating the ongoing
interplay between mainstream scientific medicine and folk medicine, Cavender challenges the
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the tables by telling how Shakespeare himself understood human behavior and the innermost
workings of the human mind. Psychology According to Shakespeare: What You Can Learn About
Human Nature From Shakespeare's Great Plays, is an interdisciplinary project that bridges
psychological science and literature, bringing together for the first time in one volume, the breadth
and depth of The Bard’s knowledge of love, jealousy, dreams, betrayal, revenge, and the lust for
power and position. Even today, there is no better depiction of a psychopath than Richard III, no
more poignant portrayal of dementia than King Lear, nor a more unforgettable illustration of
obsessive-compulsive disorder than Lady Macbeth’s attempts to wash away the damned blood spot.
What has not been revealed before, however, are the many different forms of mental illness The
Bard described in terms that are now identifiable in the modern manual of disorders known as the
DSM-5. But, as the book shows, the playwright’s fascination with human nature extended far beyond
mental disorders, ranging across the psychological spectrum, from brain anatomy to personality,
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curiosity, and temperament allowed him to see other ideas and issues that would become important
in psychological science centuries later. Many of these connections between Shakespeare and
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emotion in the mind of the dithering prince. Aside from bringing together The Bard’s known
psychology, the book is unique in several other respects. It reveals how his interest in mind and
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biopsychology and neuroscience, social psychology, thinking and intelligence, motivation and
emotion, and reason vs intuition. Further, we show how the psychological concepts he used have
evolved over the intervening centuries—for example, the Elizabethan notion of sensus communis
eventually became “consciousness” and the old idea of the humors morphed into our current
understanding of hormones and neurotransmitters. We also note that some of Mr. Shakespeare’s



concerns seem especially timely today, as in the subplot of queer vs straight issues complicating the
story of Troilus and Cressida and in Shylock’s telling of prejudices inflicted on ethnic minorities.
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R.T.J. Moody , 2017-07-06 The development of the geological and medical sciences shows overlap
through numerous historical threads, some of which are investigated here by an international
authorship of geologists, historians and medical professionals. Some of the medical men considered
here are the relatively well known Steno, Parkinson, William Hunter and Peter Duncan, as well as
several more obscure individuals such as Sperling, Hodges, Lemoine, Siqués and a number of
Italians. Their work included foundational geological studies, aspects of hydrogeology and the
nature of fossils. The therapeutic use of geological materials has been practised since ancient times.
A suite of magico-medicinal stones, some purportedly harvested from the bodies of fabulous animals,
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under the Mongol Yuan Dynasty for the benefit of themselves and the then Chinese medical
establishments. Some 15% of the work survives, from a Ming Dynasty edition, and is here translated
for the first time into English. We extensively introduce the translation with introductions situating it
within the history of western and Chinese medicine, and provide critical apparatus for
understanding. We provide accounts of the medicines and foods, with comparisons to other works of
the time and to modern folk uses of these medicines in the Middle East. We show that the work is
solidly western Asian, specifically derived from Persian-speaking Central Asia, and is adapted to
Chinese use in several ways but without losing its western character.
  medicine in the elizabethan era: The Medical circular [afterw.] The London medical
press & circular [afterw.] The Medical press & circular , 1871
  medicine in the elizabethan era: Complaints, Controversies and Grievances in Medicine
Jonathan Reinarz, Rebecca Wynter, 2014-12-17 Recent studies into the experiences and failures of
health care services, along with the rapid development of patient advocacy, consumerism and
pressure groups have led historians and social scientists to engage with the issue of the medical
complaint. As expressions of dissatisfaction, disquiet and failings in service provision, past
complaining is a vital antidote to progressive histories of health care. This book explores what has
happened historically when medicine generated complaints. This multidisciplinary collection
comprises contributions from leading international scholars and uses new research to develop a
sophisticated understanding of the development of medicine and the role of complaints and
complaining in this story. It addresses how each aspect of the medical complaint – between sciences,
professions, practitioners and sectors; within politics, ethics and regulatory bodies; from interested
parties and patients – has manifested in modern medicine, and how it has been defined, dealt with
and resolved. A critical and interdisciplinary humanities and social science perspective grounded in
historical case studies of medicine and bioethics, this volume provides the first major and
comprehensive historical, comparative and policy-based examination of the area. It will be of
interest to historians, sociologists, legal specialists and ethicists interested in medicine, as well as
those involved in healthcare policy, practice and management.
  medicine in the elizabethan era: Medical Press and Circular , 1878
  medicine in the elizabethan era: The Realms of Apollo Raymond A. Anselment, 1995-07 In
The Realms of Apollo, literary scholar Raymond A. Anselment examines how seventeenth-century
English authors confronted the physical and psychological realities of death. Focusing on the
dangers of childbirth and the terrors of bubonic plague, venereal disease, and smallpox, the book
reveals in the discourse of literary and medical texts the meanings of sickness and death in both the
daily life and culture of seventeenth-century England. These perspectives show each realm anew as



the domain of Apollo, the deity widely celebrated in myth as the god of poetry and the god of
medicine. Authors of both formal elegies and simple broadsides saw themselves as healers who tried
to find in language the solace physicians could not find in medicine. Within the context of the
suffering so unmistakable in the medical treatises and in the personal diaries, memoirs, and letters,
the poets' struggles illuminate a new cultural consciousness of sickness and death.--BOOK
JACKET.Title Summary field provided by Blackwell North America, Inc. All Rights Reserved
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