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Medicine as we know it today is a well-developed
and sophisticated area of science. But its
humble beginnings can be traced back
thousands of years to prehistoric society.

Most prehistoric peoples lived in small groups and wandered
from place to place, using materials such as bone, wood, and
stone to construct simple tools. The study of their skeletons
reveals that they could reset broken bones and perform minor
operations with a reasonable success rate. However, when

SUPERNATURAL CURES

It was not only prehistoric peoples who thought diseases could
be caused by magic and spirits. The ancient Egyptians, whose
civilization began around 3000 B.C,, were also firm believers in

. the supernatural. They often wore charms to keep evil

spirits away, and if they did become ill, they usually
turned to magic and their gods to cure them. The
ancient Greeks and Romans constructed temples
to Asclepius, the god of healing, to which the sick
were often brought to receive miracle cures.

Throughout the Middle Ages, when Christianity

had become the main religion in Europe, sick All illness was potentially deadly before
modern medicines were invented, but calling

) ) for a doctor was expensive and so was often
hoping for relief. Even today supernatural cures St sort

people often went on pilgrimages to holy sites,

and witch doctors—who often practice herbal

medicine—are important in many parts of the an illness was more serious, they probably believed that the

world. sufferer was possessed by an evil spirit.
Prehistoric people performed one major operation: trepanning,
or cutting a hole in the skull of a person while they were still
Asclepius, the Greek god of healing, had a staff entwined alive. Trepanned skulls have been found in every part of the
W”Z adsnake This symbol is used by medical institutions world. Many of the skulls have new bone growth around the
to this day.

edges of the hole, showing that the person probably lived on

for many years after the operation.




Herbal remedies

Ancient cures were often a combination of herbal and magical
elements. Chest conditions were treated by making the patient
inhale steam, while cuts and burns were treated with ointments
Often the doctor would read incantations or perform ceremonies
as the treatment was administered. Egyptian records show

that if a treatment worked, people continued to use it, while
those treatments that failed were soon forgotten. In this way,
the ancient Egyptians built up a lot of medical knowledge, and
many of their treatments are still used in some parts of the

world.

From the periods of Greek and Roman civilization to the end

THE BOOKS OF THOTH

The most important early Egyptian medical books were
the Books of Thoth, kept by priests at the temple to Thoth,
the Egyptian god of wisdom. Although none of these
works has survived, researchers have found a medical book
from around 1500 B.C. that was probably based on them. It
contains detailed instructions on how to deal with many
common illnesses.

of the 18th century, herbal cures were very widely used. New
herbal treatments were always being added to the growing
body of medical knowledge. There was little science involved
in this area of medicine, and no one knew why the treatments
worked. For example, it has been known for hundreds of years
that the bark of certain trees cures headaches when chewed.

However, it was only in the 19th century that the substance

[A prehistoric human skull has a hole in it from a trepanning procedure.]
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respgrmb!e for this effect, salicylic acid (now used to make 3 ey Hinpetities the founder et mudb medicie
aspirin), was isolated. Another century passed before its W i rejected the idea that diseases had a supernatural
method of action was discovered. Today an increasing S / cause—and that magic was an important part of

; treatment.
number of people are reverting to these tried and tested q ) ‘)
herbal remedies because they are worried about possible il q
side effects of modern drugs. :{\ blockage of one of these channels would lead
"N‘{ : to illness, and treatments such as emetics
. "
Theories of disease * (substances that cause vomiting),

) ) ) laxatives, and bleeding (drawing out
The ancient Egyptians were the first people :

) ) ; ; blood) were widely used to clear
to devise a theory of disease, allowing )

) blockages and cure the patient.
them to develop treatments for serious
illnesses in a systematic manner. Influenced One of the greatest individual
by the seasonal rise and fall of the Nile River, contributors to medical knowledge was
which was very important to Egyptian people, a Greek physician called Hippocrates,
Tk % -

doctors thought that the human body must be - who lived from around 460 B.C. to
full of channels for blood and other fluids. The (VL [ 377 BC. We know very little about

CLINICAL OBSERVATION AND DIAGNOSIS

Hippocrates set out the principles of diagnosis.
He observed symptoms to predict the course
of the disease. Once a prognosis (prediction)
had been made, he administered treatment
while monitoring the patient. Modern doctors
still use this approach, known as clinical
observation.

Later doctors invented tests that made the
diagnosis more precise. Temperature can be
used to gauge illness, for example. In 1626 an
Italian physician called Santorio (1561-1636)
invented a water thermometer that allowed
doctors to measure temperature with greater

accuracy. Medieval doctors listened to a
patient’s lungs and heart. A technique called
percussion was developed by Austrian Leopold
Auenbrugger (1722- 1809). He tapped a
patient’s abdomen to listen to other internal
organs as well.

The microscope was first used to study disease
by Athanasius Kircher (1602-1680) in the late
1600s, but its true medical potential did not
become apparent for another century.

Santorio used a simple weighing experiment to show
that the body extracted substances from food before
expelling waste material.

L




During Europe's Black Death epidemics, plague victims were collected
each night for immediate burial, lest the then-mysterious disease
spread to the living.

Hippocrates himself, but he is associated with a collection of
medical texts written around 430 B.C. Hippocrates devised his
own theory of disease. He thought that the body was made
up of four humors—blood, phlegm, black bile, and yellow
bile. He suggested that in a healthy body the humors are all
finely balanced, but if this balance is disrupted, illness results.
His theory of disease was widely used by European doctors,
throughout the Middle Ages.

Anatomy

The ancient Egyptians made several advances in anatomy—
the study of the structure of the body—while learning how to
preserve, or mummify, dead bodies, which they believed were
still needed in the afterlife.

HEALTH AND LIFESTYLE

The connection between cleanliness and health was
probably first made by the ancient Egyptians, who washed
both their clothes and their bodies regularly. Toilets and
baths were common among the rich, and some Egyptians
even slept under mosquito nets! Like the Egyptians, the
Greeks and Romans knew of the benefits of a healthy
lifestyle. Greek physician Diocles, who lived in the 4th
century s, advocated washing with pure water every day
and even cleaning the teeth with peppermint-flavored
powder. The Romans turned bathing into a social event,
building great public baths in many of their cities.

With the fall of the Roman Empire sewers and agueducts
(channels that carried fresh water into towns and cities) fell
into disrepair, and living standards declined. Filthy streets
and poor food and water hygiene led to outbreaks of
plague and other infectious diseases during the Middle
Ages. It was not until the Industrial Revolution during the
19th century that conditions began to improve.

A public bath was a central part of a Roman city. Bathers

plunged into pools of different temperatures, and used olive oil
to clean the skin. Soap had yet to be invented.
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