
medicine of the elizabethan era
medicine of the elizabethan era was a complex and evolving field shaped by a mixture
of traditional beliefs, limited scientific knowledge, and emerging new practices during the
late 16th century. This period, under the reign of Queen Elizabeth I, witnessed significant
challenges in healthcare due to frequent outbreaks of diseases, primitive surgical
techniques, and a heavy reliance on humoral theory. Despite the rudimentary
understanding of human anatomy and disease, the Elizabethan era laid foundational
practices that would influence future medical advancements. In this article, the key
aspects of medicine during this time will be explored, including common medical beliefs,
treatments, the role of physicians and surgeons, and the impact of public health on
society. An understanding of the medicine of the Elizabethan era reveals much about the
social, cultural, and scientific context of the time. Below is the table of contents outlining
the main topics covered.
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Medical Beliefs and Theories

The medicine of the Elizabethan era was heavily influenced by ancient medical theories,
particularly the concept of the four humors. These humors—blood, phlegm, black bile, and
yellow bile—were believed to govern health and temperament. Illness was thought to
result from an imbalance among these humors, and treatments aimed to restore balance.
This humoral theory was inherited from Hippocrates and Galen and dominated medical
thinking throughout the period.

Humoral Theory and Its Influence

Humoral theory dictated diagnostic and treatment approaches. Physicians assessed
patients by examining physical signs such as pulse, urine, and complexion to determine
which humor was out of balance. For example, an excess of phlegm was associated with
cold and damp conditions in the body, leading to treatments intended to warm and dry the
patient.



Astrology and Medicine

Astrology played a significant role in medical practice during the Elizabethan era.
Physicians often consulted astrological charts to determine the best times for treatments
or surgeries. The alignment of stars was believed to influence bodily functions and the
progression of disease, making astrology an essential tool in diagnosis and therapy.

Common Diseases and Epidemics

The medicine of the Elizabethan era was challenged by widespread diseases and frequent
epidemics that caused high mortality rates. The lack of understanding about pathogens
and contagion meant diseases spread rapidly, often with devastating effects on
populations.

Plague and Its Impact

The bubonic plague was one of the most feared diseases during this period. Outbreaks in
London and other cities led to significant loss of life and social disruption. The inability to
control the spread of plague highlighted the limitations of contemporary medical
knowledge.

Other Prevalent Illnesses

Besides the plague, other common diseases included smallpox, tuberculosis, typhus, and
various fevers. These diseases were often attributed to miasma or "bad air," which was
believed to be a cause of illness. Treatments for these illnesses were generally based on
restoring humoral balance and alleviating symptoms.

Medical Practitioners and Their Roles

Medical practitioners in the Elizabethan era were categorized into various roles, each with
distinct responsibilities and training levels. The medicine of the Elizabethan era was
shaped by the interactions and limitations of these practitioners.

Physicians

Physicians were university-educated and held the highest status among medical
professionals. They primarily diagnosed diseases and prescribed treatments but rarely



performed surgeries. Their knowledge was heavily theoretical, grounded in classical texts
and humoral theory.

Surgeons and Barber-Surgeons

Surgeons performed operations such as bloodletting, amputations, and wound care. Unlike
physicians, they often lacked formal university education and learned through
apprenticeships. Barber-surgeons combined hair cutting with minor surgical procedures
and were more accessible to the general public.

Apothecaries

Apothecaries prepared and sold medicines, herbs, and potions. They played a critical role
in the medicine of the Elizabethan era by compounding treatments prescribed by
physicians or surgeons. Their knowledge of herbal remedies was extensive and vital to
healthcare.

Treatments and Remedies

Treatment methods during the Elizabethan era were varied, often blending herbal
remedies, surgical interventions, and ritualistic practices. The medicine of the Elizabethan
era relied on both practical and superstitious approaches to healing.

Herbal Medicine

Herbal remedies were a cornerstone of treatment. Commonly used plants included
rosemary, lavender, chamomile, and foxglove. These herbs were believed to have specific
healing properties and were used in various forms such as teas, poultices, and salves.

Bloodletting and Purging

Bloodletting was a widespread practice intended to rebalance the humors by removing
excess blood. Purging, through the use of laxatives or emetics, aimed to expel harmful
substances from the body. These treatments were often risky but widely accepted as
standard care.



Other Treatments

Additional therapies included the use of charms, amulets, and prayers, reflecting a blend
of medical and religious beliefs. Surgery was crude and painful, performed without
anesthesia, and often led to infections.

Public Health and Hygiene

Public health measures during the Elizabethan era were rudimentary, reflecting limited
scientific understanding but an awareness of the need to control disease spread. The
medicine of the Elizabethan era was as much about societal response to illness as
individual treatment.

Sanitation and Waste Management

Urban sanitation was poor, with waste often disposed of in streets or rivers, contributing
to disease outbreaks. Efforts to improve cleanliness included ordinances to remove
garbage and control nuisances, though enforcement was inconsistent.

Quarantine and Isolation

Quarantine was employed to control infectious diseases like the plague. Infected
households were isolated, and "pest houses" were established outside city limits to contain
the sick. These measures were early public health interventions despite limited
understanding of contagion.

Role of Hospitals

Hospitals served mainly as places of shelter for the poor and sick rather than centers for
medical treatment. They provided basic care and maintained some hygienic practices, but
their resources and medical expertise were limited.

Summary of Public Health Practices

Street cleaning ordinances to reduce waste accumulation

Isolation of infected individuals and households



Establishment of pest houses for quarantine

Limited public education on hygiene and disease prevention

Frequently Asked Questions

What were common medical treatments during the
Elizabethan era?
Common medical treatments in the Elizabethan era included bloodletting, herbal
remedies, purging, and the use of potions made from plants and minerals. Physicians often
relied on traditional methods influenced by Galenic and humoral theories.

How did the understanding of disease differ in the
Elizabethan era compared to modern medicine?
In the Elizabethan era, disease was primarily understood through the theory of the four
humors—blood, phlegm, black bile, and yellow bile. Illness was believed to result from an
imbalance of these humors, unlike modern medicine which is based on germ theory and
scientific research.

Who were some notable medical practitioners during
the Elizabethan era?
Notable medical practitioners included physicians like John Caius and Thomas Sydenham,
as well as barber-surgeons who performed surgeries and dental work. Apothecaries also
played a key role in preparing and dispensing medicines.

What role did superstition and religion play in
Elizabethan medicine?
Superstition and religion heavily influenced Elizabethan medicine. Many believed illnesses
could be caused by evil spirits or divine punishment, leading to treatments involving
prayers, charms, and religious rituals alongside medical practices.

How accessible was medical care for ordinary people in
the Elizabethan era?
Medical care was limited and often inaccessible to ordinary people due to high costs and
few trained physicians. Many relied on home remedies, local healers, or apothecaries,
while hospitals mainly served the poor and sick without means to pay for treatment.



Additional Resources
1. “The Herbal Compendium of Elizabethan Medicine”
This book explores the extensive use of herbs and plants in Elizabethan medical practice.
It details common remedies, their preparation, and the belief systems behind their
applications. Readers gain insight into how natural resources were the primary tools for
healing during the era.

2. “Physicians and Surgeons of the Elizabethan Court”
Focusing on the medical professionals who served Queen Elizabeth I, this book sheds light
on their practices, challenges, and influence. It examines the hierarchy, education, and
treatments that defined elite medical care in the 16th century. The narrative also includes
notable cases and the intersection of medicine and politics.

3. “Plagues and Pestilence: Disease in Elizabethan England”
This volume addresses the major epidemics that struck England during the Elizabethan
period, including the bubonic plague. It discusses how disease impacted society, public
health responses, and the medical understanding of contagion. The book also explores the
social stigma and quarantine measures of the time.

4. “Bloodletting and Balms: Medical Practices in Tudor England”
An in-depth look at the common medical treatments used in the Elizabethan era, including
bloodletting, purging, and the use of balms and poultices. It explains the humoral theory
that guided these practices and the balance sought within the body. The text also
highlights the risks and misconceptions surrounding these treatments.

5. “The Anatomy of the Elizabethan Body: Medical Knowledge and Dissection”
This book delves into the anatomical studies of the time, exploring how dissections
contributed to medical knowledge despite religious and cultural restrictions. It covers key
figures who advanced the understanding of human anatomy and how this influenced
medical education and practice. Illustrations and case studies provide a vivid picture of
the period’s anatomical insights.

6. “Midwives and Medicine: Women’s Roles in Elizabethan Healthcare”
Highlighting the crucial role of midwives and female healers, this book examines how
women contributed to healthcare during the Elizabethan era. It discusses childbirth
practices, herbal remedies, and the legal and social challenges faced by women in
medicine. The work also considers the tension between formal medicine and folk healing.

7. “Medical Texts and Manuscripts of the Elizabethan Era”
A survey of the primary medical texts, manuscripts, and treatises that circulated in
Elizabethan England. This book analyzes how knowledge was recorded, transmitted, and
sometimes contested among practitioners. It also provides insight into the literacy and
education levels required for medical practice.

8. “Alchemy and Medicine: The Intersection of Science and Magic”
Exploring the blurred lines between early science, magic, and medicine, this book reveals
how alchemical theories influenced medical treatments. It discusses the quest for the
philosopher’s stone and the use of mystical substances in healing. The text highlights the
cultural context that allowed such practices to coexist with emerging scientific thought.



9. “The Evolution of Elizabethan Medical Institutions”
This book traces the development of hospitals, apothecaries, and medical guilds in
Elizabethan England. It examines the organization, funding, and social role of these
institutions in providing care. The narrative also considers how these establishments laid
the groundwork for modern medical systems.
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