
HISTORY OF MEDICINE 
“Those who fail to study history are destined to suffer from the repetition of its mistakes.”  

(Winston Churchill) 

Introduction 
The study of the history of medicine has widespread implications in the career of a 

medical student especially in the development of perspectives on complimentary systems of 
medicine as well as in the evolutionary study of medical thoughts. 

 
Medicine is the ever changing science concerned with the maintenance of health and 

the prevention, alleviation, or cure of disease.  
 
The History of Medicine refers to the study of the development of the prevention and 

treatment of disease from prehistoric and ancient times to the 20th century. Rather it is the 
account of man’s effort to deal with human illness & the diseased from the primitive attempts of 
man to the present complex array of specialties. 

 
“Every culture had developed a system of medicine, and medical history is but one 

aspect of the History of culture.” (Henry Siegerist) 
 
“The ancient medicine deals with the mother of sciences and played a large role in the 

integration f early cultures.” (Dubos) 
 
Any account of medicine at a given period should be viewed against the civilization & 

human advancement at that time. In short, the prevalent philosophy, religion, economic 
condition, form of government, education, science and aspirations of the people etc. should be 
born in mind while analyzing medicine of a particular period. 

 

Overview 
� Medicine in Antiquity 
� Dawn of Scientific Medicine 
� Modern medicine 
� Medical Revolution 
� Healthcare revolution 

Medicine in Antiquity 
Medicine in antiquity was dominated by magical & religious beliefs. 

 

Primitive medicine 
 
            The beginning of the use of tools and the greatest discovery of fire was made 

only after centuries, when man lived like a beast in the forests. The transition from the 
Paleolithic to Neolithic period (i.e., from food gathering to food producing economy) marks 
perhaps the greatest step in the history of civilization.  
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Paleopathological studies show that primitive man suffered from a great number of 

diseases. All available materials might have been used in trial and error manner to combat 
those ailments. Many crude procedures were done at best to their know-how. 

Trephining 

 Primitive men used to carve holes in the skull in an attempt to drive out a 
malevolent spirit, a procedure now known as trephining. The operation was usually practiced 
on the parietal bones. The edges of the trephined skull also suggest that individuals survived 
these operations because bony scars had been formed around it. However is very difficult to 
ascertain whether this obviously painful procedure was performed through therapeutic, 
magical, religious or cosmetic methods or as punishment. It is the earliest known form of 
medical operation, also practiced by the Incas and was considered a cure for cranial injuries, 
insanity, and even headaches. 

 
� Imhotep - The first Medical Man 

� deified nearly 5,000 years ago  
� father of medicine  
� world's first recorded scientist 
� patron of ancient scribes.  

Pre Hippocratic period 
� Egyptian medicine  (2900 BC) 
� Chinese   (2700 BC) 
� Indian  (1500 BC) 
� Greek  (1200 BC) 

EGYPTIAN MEDICINE 

 
� Egypt had one of the oldest civilizations.  
� We have ample knowledge of them as they invented picture writing and recorded their 

works on papyrus. 
� Egyptian medicine was rational in the beginning, then gradually became mystical and 

got moved and moved into the hands of priests and exorcists. 
� No practical demonstration in anatomy 
� Religious preservation of dead body - Mummies 
� Eber’s papyrus 

• most important ancient Egyptian medical papyri.  

• one out of two of the oldest preserved medical documents anywhere 

• The Ebers papyrus is now in the library of the University of Leipzig, Germany. 
� Papyrus Edwin Smith 
� earliest known medical document 
� written around 1600 BC,  
� ancient textbook on trauma surgery 
� anatomical observations  
� examination, diagnosis, treatment, & prognosis of numerous injuries.  
� contains the first descriptions of the cranial sutures, the meninges, the external surface 

of the brain, CSF,& the intracranial pulsations.  
� The surgical procedures – rational when viewed against the period 
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� also magical incantations against pestilence  
� Another important medical papyrus is the Brugsch papyrus  
� Rx symbol & Eye of Horus  

o Rx was drawn as an eye with a leg, or the Eye of Horus 
o used in medicine and pharmaceuticals 
o an abbreviation of the latin word for "recipe" invocation to the God Jupiter  
o a corruption of the symbol for Jupiter 
 

MESOPOTAMIAN MEDICINE 
 

� Mesopotamia - The land between rivers, Tigris & Euphrates 
� Contemporary of ancient Egypt civilization 
� Now part of Iraq 
� Cradle of civilization 6000 years ago 
� Key ideas 

o Necromancy : the practice of attempting to communicate with the spirits of the 
dead in order to predict or influence the future 

o Geomancy : the art or practice of making predictions based on patterns made 
by a handful of earth thrown on the ground or by lines connecting randomly 
placed dots. 

o Hepatoscopic divination : liver – seat of life 
o Dream interpretation 

� Specialists 
o Herb doctors  identical to modern internists 
o Knife doctors  identical to modern surgeons 
o Spell doctors  identical to modern psychiatrists 

� Healers 
o Baru  : omen interpreting priest, seer 
o A shipu : incantation priest / exorcist /  writ performer – drive out evil 
o A su  : true physician 

� Cuneiform tablets : clay plates written in Cuneiform script & baked. 
�  One of the oldest medical prescription is from Mesopotamia (2100 BC) 
� Hammurabi  

� 1728-1686 BC  
� 6th King of 1st dynasty in Babylonia. 
� Code of Hammurabi 

o Found engraved on 2m high stele in 1901 at Susa in Iran 
o Now preserved in Louvre, Paris 
o Set of 282 drastic laws 
o Regulating family life, society & occupation. 
o Laws relating to medicine indicated appropriate remuneration for the 

service of physicians as well as crude & severe punishments for any 
mistakes committed. 

o Racial disparity was evident in the remunerations & punishments 
o It reflects a high degree of social organization. 
o But medicine of his time was devoid of any scientific foundation. 
 
 
 
 



History of Medicine                                                                                                              Page 4 of 11  

Dr.R.Rejikumar          www.homoeopathyhome.com                Lecture Notes : 1
st
 BHMS (2005 Batch) 

 

HINDU  MEDICINE 
 

� Indians enjoy a rich cultural heritage in the field of medicine 
� But authenticity; origin of our old textbooks – scarce 
� no way to ascertain the period in which the book was written 
� lack of illustrative materials in our ancient medical and biological texts 
� Civilizations - Mohenjedaro & Harappa 
� Their medicine was a combination of magic region and empirism. 
� Vedas - magical practices, charms etc.  
� Cutting the dead body - prohibited, knowledge of anatomy - limited.  
� Ayurveda 

o earliest concepts - Vedas, esp.Atharvaveda (2nd millen. BC) 
o Ayurveda : Brahma � Dhanvantari  - deified as the God of Medicine.   
o Buddha period (563-477 BC ) : greatest stimulus & support to Ayurveda 
o Buddhism  propagated Ayurveda to Asian countries – far&wide.  
o The golden age of Indian Medicine - Brahmanistic period.  
o Charaka (2nd century)  
o Charaka Samhitha (Agnivesha Samhitha, re-edited ) -   500 medicinal plants 
o Susrutha - ‘Susrutha Samhitha’  - 760 medicinal plants 
o Vagabhatta (8th century) 
o Tridosha Theory : Body balance - 3 elementary substances  

    spirit (air), bile & phlegm – vatha, pitha & kapha, respectively 
o 7 body constituents :- blood, flesh, fat, bone, marrow, chyle (lymph) & semen    

 produced by elementary substances. 
o Diagnosis & Prognosis 
o All 5 senses used : Hearing � breathing ; broken end of bones 
o Dietetic treatment - Fasts ; 2 meals/day . nature of diet, water &  condiments. 
o 5 processes - emetics, purgatives, water enemas, oil enemas & sneezing 

powders  
o The Indian Materia Medica - indigenous vegetable drugs. 
o Animal remedies - milk of various animals, bones, gallstones & minerals 

(sulphur, arsenic, lead, copper sulphate and gold) were also employed.  
o Hygienic measures were important in the treatment.   
o Bathing, skin-care, teeth cleansing, oil anointing & eye wash. 

 

CHINESE MEDICINE 

�  Shen Nung ( 3000 BC) 
o Chinese father of Medicine 
o Tested drugs upon himself 
o Pen Tsoas  
o Chinese Materia Medica - 1000 drugs 
o Op, Rhubarb,Acon, Croton, Fe, As,S 
o Ephedrine (alkaloid from Mahoung) 

 
� Huang Ti (2650 BC) 

o Yellow Emperor’s Inner Canon of Medicine 
o Dialogue between the yellow emperor and his chief minister Chi’ Po 
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� Huatu (115 – 205 AD) 
o Famous surgeon 
o Used Cannabis indica for operations 
o Described pulse diagnosis with 200 pulse varieties. 

 
� Wang Shu-ho (AD 280) 

o Mei Ching 
o Pulse classic 
o Golden mirror 

� Chang  Ching Chung 
o Hippocrates of China 
o Observatory facts 
o Trt of fever 

� Acupuncture 
A method, originally from China, of treating disorders by inserting metal needles 
(hot/cold) into the skin at points where the flow of energy is thought to be blocked 
(meridians). 

 
� Moxibustion 

The practice of burning a cone or cylinder of downy or woolly material powdered 
leves of mugwort or wormwood on the skin for its counter-irritant effect by crushing 
into the blister formed. 

 
� Li Shi chen 

o author of great pharmacopoea 
 

 

JAPANESE MEDICINE 

 
� Japan had no medicine of their own 
� Influenced by China, Portuguese and Dutch respectively 
� German was adopted as the language of their scientific periodicals 
� Shibasaburo Kitasato (1852-1931)  

� worked under Koch for 6 yrs  
� discovered the Plague bacillus in 1894. 

� Hindeyo (1876-1928) 
� Researched on yellow fever & died of the same. 

� Other Contributions 
� Discovery of dysentery bacillus in 1897 
� Isolation of iodine in crystallized form in 1901 
� First experimental production of a tar induced cancer in 1918 

GREEK MEDICINE 

 
Greek was considered as the ‘cradle of civilization in the west’. They were the ‘civilizers of the 
ancient world’. They taught men to think “Why” and “How” 
The period between 460-136 BC is considered as the classical period. 
 
Apollo, the son of Zeus, was considered as the Greek God of Medicine 



History of Medicine                                                                                                              Page 6 of 11  

Dr.R.Rejikumar          www.homoeopathyhome.com                Lecture Notes : 1
st
 BHMS (2005 Batch) 

Asclepius – son of Apollo 
 
Was worshipped in hundreds of temples throughout Greece 
Incubation/temple sleep was a healing ritual practiced in these temples. Diet, bath and exercise 
played their part in the treatment and it would appear that these temples were the photo types 
of the modern health resorts 
Asclepius had 2 daughters – Hygea & Panacea. They gave rise to two dynasties - the 
hygienists & the healers respectively 
 
Hygea  Goddess of health 
Panacea  Cures everything (later synonym for universal remedy) 
 
Aesculapius lived about 1200 BC, is said to have performed many miracles of healing. 
Asclepius, the god of medicine may have originated in him. 
 
Though empiricism and superstition were dominating, ancient Greece was forerunner in the 
branch of Medicine as well as History, Philosophy, Mathematics, Astronomy and Sculpture. It 
was the Greek philosophers who provided the impetus that led men to refuse to be guided 
solely by supernatural influences. Babylon, Egypt, Persia & India transmitted many thoughts to 
Greece. 
 
Pythagoras (580-489 BC) 
 
� Greek mathematician and philosopher 
� Profound influence on medicine 
� Taught men to inquire into causes for the sake of knowledge 
 
Alcamaeon 
 
� A student of Pythagoras 
� Dissected on annual 
� Details of optic nerve 
� Distinguished between veins & arteries 
� Conceived brain as the seat of sense & intellect 
 
Empedocles (504 – 443 BC) 
 
� Another follower of Pythagoras 
� Lived in Agrigentem in Sicily 
� Regarded the universe & everything in it composed of 4 elements – fire, air, earth & water 
� Health is the equipoise & d/s is the preponderance of : 

Heat & cold ; Moisture & Dryness ; Acidity & sweetness  
� New idea -Head of the fetus – 1st to develop 
 
Hippocrates ( 460 - 377  BC) 
 
� Father of Medicine 
� Birth    : Island of Kos, Aegean Sea 
� Death  : Larissa, Thessaly, Greece 
� Father : Heraclides, a physician 
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� Mother: Phaenarete  
� Some of the Books   

�  Of the Epidemics  
�  The Book of Prognostics  
�  On Airs, Waters, and Places  
� On Ancient Medicine  
� On the Sacred Disease  

� Corpus Hippocraticum  
� lectures and writings of Hippocrates, compiled by Alexandrian scholars. 
� 72 volume work containing first scientific clinical case histories 

� Hippocratic Oath 
� Benchmark of medical ethics. 
� Sets high moral standard for the medical profession. 
� Demands absolute integrity of physicians 

� Hippocratic facies – description of the face of impending death 
� Humoral theory  

� 4 elements of matter    : earth air   fire    water 
� 4 corresponding qualities   : cold  dry   hot   moist 
� 4 humors      : phlegm  yellow bile  blood   black bile 

� Other Contributiuons 
� Studied and classified disease based on observation & reasoning. 
� Challenged the tradition of magic in medicine. 
� Applied clinical methods in medicine 
� First man to separate medicine from philosophy 
� Hippocrates knew little of anatomy and physiology. 
� He did not posses a thermometer or a stethescope.   
� Yet he practiced auscultation by placing ear to the chest. 
� He was able to describe the friction sound of pleurisy.   
� He denied the theory that disease have some divine or some sacred relation.  
� In his book ‘ Demorbis Popularis’ he mentions “Dolor Dolorum Solvit” meaning one 

pain will cure another – a concept similar to Homoeopathic formula. 

ROMAN MEDICINE 
� During the early century of Christian era Greek doctors thronged to Rome. 
� In the matters of public health, Rome set the world a great example. 
� The city of Rome had an unravel water supply. 
� Gymnasium & public baths were provided. 
� There was even domestic sanitation and adequate disposal of sewage. 
 
� Galen (164 AD) 

� Acknowledged his depth to Hippocrates and followed the Hippocratic methods.  
� Accepting the doctrine of humors, he laid stress on the value of anatomy. 
� Virtually founded experimental physiology.   
� Recognized that the arteries contain blood and not merely air. 
� showed how the heart sets the blood in motion in an ebb and flow fashion 
� but he had no idea that the blood circulates 
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RENAISSANCE IN MEDICINE 
 

� started in Italy, grew and expanded slowly 
� The Renaissance a movement in the 14th, 15th and 16th century was much more than 

merely a reviving of interest in Greek and Roman culture. 
 

ARABIAN MEDICINE 
 

� Paracelsus / Avicenna / Ibn Sena (16th Century) 
� Renaissance alchemist publicly burned the works of Galen 

� traversed extensively in Europe practicing and teaching 

� simplified prescribing and introduced chemical drugs in place of vegetable remedies. 

 

� Fracastoro (16th Century) 
� A contemporary of Paracelsus, he was a scholar of a different mode 
� His work entitled ‘Syphilis or the Gallic disease’ was written in verse.   
� Fracastro called syphilis the French disease 
� In 1546, published his great work, De Contagione  
� in this book, he theorized that the seeds of certain diseases are imperceptible particles 

carried by air or buy contact. 
 

17th Century Medicine 
 

� Several futile attempts were made to discover an easy system as a clue to the medical 
practice 

� Rene Descartes, the French philosopher, held that the human body is a machine. 
� It had its repercussions in medical thought 
� One group adopting these explanations call themselves the iatro physicists 
� another school preferring to view life as a series of chemical process was called iatro 

chemists 
� Later it was found that the best method is the age-old system of straightforward clinical 

observations originally initiated by Hippocrates 
� Thomas Sydenham 

� English Hippocrates 
� strongly urged the need for a return to Hippocratic views. 
� Sydenham’s greater service much needed at the time was to divert men’s mind from 

speculations and to lead them to the bedside for there only could the art of medicine be 
studied.  
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18th Century Medicine 
 

� Even in the 18th century the search for a simple way of healing the sick continued.  
� In Edinburgh, a lecturer named John Brown expounded his Brownian system.   
� Only 2 diseases  : sthenic & asthenic  
� Only 2 treatments  : stimulant & sedative 
� Brown became a victim of his own system and died in death and poverty.   
� His end was hastened by his two chief remedies opium and alcohol.  
� Medicine was really in chaos. 
� All sorts of empty speculations & ‘learned’ follies were in vogue. 
� Dr. Samuel Hahnemann (1755-1843) 

� The revolution in medical thought set by Hahnemann can be considered as the turning 
point in the whole history of Medicine. 

� His discovery of Homoeopathy was actually a landmark as it paved way for medical 
men to sit and have a rethink of non healing therapy, they have been helplessly 
following. 

� Unfortunately, many medical historians failed to give due considerations to the far 
reaching contributions of Hahnemann. 

� Hahnemann’s contributions to Medicine in General 

•Experimental establishment of Law of Similars 

•Fixed principles of disease & cure 

•Classification of Diseases 

•Pioneer of Psychiatry 

•Holism in Medicine 

•Scientificity in observation & analysis 

•Prediction of prognosis 

•Introduced the concept of vitalism into medicine 
 
� Surgery and Obstetrics 
� John hunter did vast researches in comparative anatomy and physiology and raised 

surgery to the level of a definite branch of science and was actually the founder of surgical 
pathology. 

� William Smelly performed a similar service in midwifery. 
 
� Pathology and diagnosis 
� In the 18th century the science of modern pathology was created.   
� Morgagne of Padua in 1761 published the great work on the sites and causes of disease. 
� Rene Laennec - invented the stethoscope. wrote a treatise on indirect auscultation in 1819 
� Leopold Auenbrugger, a Venice physician , discovered the method of percussion 
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19th Century Medicine 
 

� The rise of scientific medicine  
� By the beginning of the 19th century, the structure of the human body was fully known. 
� Herman von Helmhotz –invented ophthalmoscope. 
� Rudolf Virchow – whose greatest achievement was his conception of the self as the 

center of all the pathological changes.   
� ‘Die Cellular Pathology’ published in 1858 gave the death blow to the out model humeral 

pathology. 
� Verification of the germ theory 
� The greatest medical advances in the 19th century was the conclusive demonstration that 

certain diseases as well as the infection of surgical wounds were directly caused by minute 
living organism.   

� The credit for the establishment of bacteriology must be accorded to Louis Pasteur.  
� He discovered the process of fermentation, putrefaction, problems concerning the 

fermentation of wine, the prevention of anthrax in sheep and cattle of chicken 
cholera and finally of rabies in man and dogs.   

� The later was a bold experiment that resulted in the wide spread establishment of 
Pasteur institute. 

� From Pasteur, Joseph Lister borrowed with full acknowledgement that, lead his 
introduction of the antiseptic system in surgery. 

� Another pioneer of bacteriology was Robert Koch who showed how bacteria could be 
cultivated and stained.   

� Koch discovered the tubercle bacillus in 1882 and the vibrio of cholera in 1883. 
� Medicine and Anaesthesia 
� The most famous contribution by the United States to medical progress is undoubtedly the 

introduction general anesthesia.   
� It was William Thomas Morten in 1846 at Massachusetts general hospital first 

demonstrated before a gathering of physicians the use of ether as a general anaesthetic.  
� In 1847 chloroform, was tried with complete success in Edinburgh by doctor James Young 

Simpson, the professor of midwifery.  Within a few days it was tested in an operation and 
soon it was preferred to ether and became the anesthesia of choice. 

� Advances at the end of 19th  century 
� Sir Patric Manson in 1877, showed how insects can carry disease and how the embryos 

of the little worm filarial which causes elephantiasis are transmitted by the mosquito. 
� Sir Ronald Ross working on the problem of malaria discovered the malarial parasite in 

1897. 
� Typhoid was controlled by the method of inoculation discovered by Almroth Wright. 
� Roentgen in 1895 discovered radium. 
� In 1898, Pierre & Madam Curie discovered radium. 
� New field of psychiatry was opened by Sigmund Freud.  
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20th Century Medicine 
 

� The 1st six decades of the 20th century witnessed such a plethora of discoveries and 
advances that in some way the face of medicine was changed out of all recognition. 

� Standard mortality rate diminished & Prevalence of TB and diphtheria diminished.   
� Indeed the outlook was so altered with the notable exception of cancer.  
� Attention became focused on morbidity rather than mortality and the emphasis was 

changed from keeping people alive to keeping people fit. 
� In the medical kaleidoscope of this era, 4 main trends may be distinguished. 
� Chemotherapy : Paul Ehrlich  
� Immunology  : Edward Jenner  
� Endocrinology : Earnest .H. Starling  
� Nutrition  : F. Gowland Hokpins  
 

Syllabus 
 
Evolution of Medicine through ages - Supernatural causes – Indian, Egyptian, Greek & Roman Medicine - Short 
history of Ayurvedic Medicine - Physical causes – Medicine of Middle ages (1400-1600 AD) – Renaissance - 
Hahnemann’s emergence and origin of Homoeopathy - Biological causes - Development of Social Medicine - 
History of Health Pratice in India 

University Questions 
 

1. Give a short description of the state of Medicine that existed during Hahnemann’s time.  (15 marks : Apr 1997) 
2. Write an essay on the medicine, philosophy & sciences in middle ages.(15 marks – June`99 , 20mks – July`04 ) 
3. Describe the evolution of medical philosophy in the West 
4. Write an essay on Hindu Medicine (15 marks – Nov 2005) 5. Ayurvedic Medicine (5marks-Apr`97)  
6. Social Medicine (5marks-Nov`97)  7. Hippocrates (5marks-Apr`98)  8. Egyptian Medicine (5marks-Sep`98) 
9. Medicine of Renaissance period (5marks-Oct 2000)    10. Arab Medicine (3marks-Nov`05) 
 

Bibliography 
 

• Samuel Hahnemann : Organon of Medicine  

• Banerjee D.D : Glimpses of History of Medicine 

• Park : Preventive & Social Medicine 

• Teaching Material for 1st  BHMS compiled by PGs & Staff of Dept. of Organon of Medicine, GHMCT 

• Lecture notes to 1st  BHMS (1997 Batch) by Dr. Roopa, PG Scholar, GHMCT 

• Assignment by Dr. Jeesper Susan, PG Scholar, GHMCT 

• Various online resources including www.similima.com, www.discoveriesinmedicine.com, wikipaedia etc. 
 

Further Reading 
 

� Roy Porter , Cambridge Illustrated History of Medicine 
� Roy Porter, The Greatest Benefit to Mankind 
� Anton Sebastian, A Dictionary of the History of Medicine 
 

 
Detailed notes with pictures are available online at the following sites 
 
www.thehahnemannian.com/students.htm 
www.homoeopathyhome.com/education.htm 
 
Powerpoint Slideshow & detailed notes with pictures are also available for reference at : 
 
E-Library, Dept. of Organon of Medicine, GHMCT 
                                                                         
********************************************************************************************************************************* 


