
medicine during elizabethan era
medicine during elizabethan era was characterized by a unique blend of traditional beliefs,
rudimentary scientific understanding, and emerging medical practices. This period, spanning the
late 16th to early 17th century, reflected a time when medicine was deeply intertwined with
superstition, religion, and early anatomical discoveries. Physicians, barber-surgeons, and
apothecaries played vital roles in healthcare, relying heavily on humoral theory and herbal remedies.
Despite limited knowledge and technology, the Elizabethan era witnessed significant developments
in medical thought and practice, influenced by Renaissance humanism and the gradual introduction
of new medical texts. This article explores the prevailing medical theories, common treatments,
healthcare practitioners, and the social context of medicine during this pivotal era. The following
sections provide a detailed examination of these aspects to offer a comprehensive understanding of
healthcare in Elizabethan England.

Medical Theories and Beliefs

Common Treatments and Remedies

Healthcare Practitioners in the Elizabethan Era

Public Health and Epidemics

Influence of Religion and Superstition

Medical Theories and Beliefs
The foundation of medicine during elizabethan era was heavily influenced by ancient medical
theories, particularly the humoral theory inherited from Hippocrates and Galen. This theory posited
that human health depended on the balance of four bodily humors: blood, phlegm, black bile, and
yellow bile. Illness was believed to result from an imbalance among these humors, and treatments
aimed to restore this balance.

Humoral Theory and Its Impact
Humoral theory dominated medical thinking, guiding diagnosis and treatment throughout the
Elizabethan period. Physicians assessed symptoms based on the qualities of the humors—hot, cold,
wet, and dry—and prescribed remedies to counteract the perceived excess or deficiency. For
example, a fever might be treated with cooling substances to reduce the heat associated with an
excess of blood or yellow bile.

Role of Astrology in Medicine
Astrology was considered an essential tool in medical practice during the Elizabethan era.



Physicians often consulted astrological charts to determine the best times for treatments, surgeries,
and medication administration. It was believed that the positions of celestial bodies influenced the
body's humors and overall health.

Common Treatments and Remedies
Medical treatments in the Elizabethan era ranged from herbal concoctions to surgical interventions,
though many were based on trial, error, and tradition rather than scientific evidence. The use of
natural remedies was widespread, with apothecaries preparing a variety of medicines from plants,
minerals, and animal products.

Herbal Remedies and Their Uses
Herbs played a central role in Elizabethan medicine, with many remedies derived from botanical
sources. Common herbs included:

Willow bark – used for pain relief due to its salicylic acid content

Lavender – believed to have calming and antiseptic properties

Mint – used to aid digestion and relieve headaches

Rosemary – employed for memory enhancement and to stimulate circulation

Chamomile – used as an anti-inflammatory and for digestive issues

These herbs were often combined into poultices, teas, and tinctures to treat various ailments.

Surgical Practices and Challenges
Surgery was a risky endeavor during the Elizabethan era, often performed by barber-surgeons
rather than university-trained physicians. Common procedures included bloodletting, tooth
extractions, and the removal of superficial tumors or abscesses. Due to the lack of anesthesia and
antiseptics, surgery was painful and carried a high risk of infection.

Healthcare Practitioners in the Elizabethan Era
Healthcare was provided by a range of practitioners, each with distinct roles and social statuses. The
medical profession was not standardized, and qualifications varied widely, influencing the quality of
care.



Physicians
Physicians were typically university-educated and considered the elite of the medical community.
They diagnosed illnesses and prescribed treatments but rarely performed surgeries. Their training
was grounded in classical texts and humoral theory.

Barber-Surgeons
Barber-surgeons combined the roles of hair cutting, dentistry, and minor surgery. They were more
accessible to the general population but had limited formal education. Their work included
bloodletting and wound care, essential for treating injuries and certain diseases.

Apothecaries
Apothecaries prepared and sold medicines, often mixing herbs and chemicals to create remedies.
They served as pharmacists and sometimes acted as informal medical advisors, especially for those
who could not afford physicians.

Public Health and Epidemics
Public health during the Elizabethan era was rudimentary, with limited understanding of disease
transmission. Epidemics such as the plague had devastating effects on the population and influenced
medical practices and social policies.

Plague and Its Impact
The bubonic plague recurred frequently during the Elizabethan period, causing widespread
mortality. Efforts to control outbreaks included quarantine measures, the closing of public
gatherings, and the isolation of the sick. Despite these efforts, the plague remained a persistent
threat.

Sanitation and Urban Health
Elizabethan cities, especially London, suffered from poor sanitation, contributing to the spread of
diseases. Waste disposal was inadequate, and contaminated water sources were common. These
conditions exacerbated health problems and limited the effectiveness of medical interventions.

Influence of Religion and Superstition
Religion and superstition significantly influenced medicine during elizabethan era. Many
illnesses were attributed to supernatural causes, and religious rituals were often part of healing
practices.



Religious Beliefs in Healing
Faith and prayer were integral to healing, with many believing that divine intervention could cure
diseases. Holy relics, pilgrimages, and church blessings were commonly sought alongside medical
treatment.

Superstitions and Folk Medicine
Superstitions shaped popular medical practices, including the use of charms, amulets, and spells to
ward off illness. Folk healers and cunning women often provided remedies based on traditional
knowledge and mystical beliefs.

Humoral imbalances guided diagnosis and treatment.1.

Herbal remedies were the cornerstone of medical care.2.

Physicians, barber-surgeons, and apothecaries had distinct roles.3.

Plague outbreaks highlighted the challenges of public health.4.

Religion and superstition deeply influenced medical practices.5.

Frequently Asked Questions

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

Who were the primary medical practitioners in the
Elizabethan era?
The primary medical practitioners were physicians, barber-surgeons, and apothecaries. Physicians
were university-educated, barber-surgeons performed minor surgeries and bloodletting, and
apothecaries prepared and sold medicines.

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—dominated medical
thought. Treatments aimed to balance these humors through methods like bloodletting, purging, and



dietary changes.

What role did herbal remedies play in Elizabethan medicine?
Herbal remedies were widely used in Elizabethan medicine. Many plants and herbs were believed to
have healing properties and were used to treat a variety of ailments, often prepared by apothecaries
or wise women.

How effective was surgery during the Elizabethan era?
Surgery was rudimentary and often dangerous due to lack of anesthesia and antiseptics. Common
procedures included tooth extractions, amputations, and treatment of wounds, but the risk of
infection was high.

What impact did superstition and religion have on medicine in
the Elizabethan era?
Superstition and religion heavily influenced medicine. Many believed illnesses were caused by
supernatural forces or divine punishment, leading to treatments involving prayers, charms, and
rituals alongside conventional medicine.

How did the Elizabethan era address epidemics and diseases?
During epidemics like the plague, cities implemented quarantines and public health measures.
However, understanding of disease transmission was limited, and treatments were often ineffective
or harmful.

What advancements in medicine occurred during the
Elizabethan era?
While medical knowledge was limited, the Elizabethan era saw increased publication of medical
texts, better organization of medical professions, and the gradual questioning of traditional beliefs,
laying groundwork for future progress.

Additional Resources
1. "The Practice of Physic in Elizabethan England"
This book explores the medical knowledge and practices prevalent during the Elizabethan era,
highlighting the role of physicians, surgeons, and apothecaries. It examines common treatments, the
influence of Galenic theory, and the use of herbal remedies. The text offers insight into the
challenges faced by medical practitioners in a period before modern scientific advances.

2. "Herbs and Healing: Elizabethan Herbal Medicine"
Focusing on the importance of herbal medicine, this book delves into the various plants and natural
substances used for healing in Elizabethan times. It discusses the preparation of remedies, the role
of herbals, and the cultural beliefs surrounding plant-based treatments. Readers gain an
understanding of how botanical knowledge was passed down and applied in everyday healthcare.



3. "Disease and Diagnosis in Tudor England"
This volume provides an overview of common diseases and diagnostic methods during the
Elizabethan period. It covers illnesses such as plague, smallpox, and consumption, describing
symptoms and contemporary interpretations. The book also highlights how social and environmental
factors influenced health and the spread of disease.

4. "Anatomy and Surgery in the Age of Shakespeare"
Detailing the state of anatomical knowledge and surgical practice, this text illuminates the
advancements and limitations faced by Elizabethan surgeons. It discusses dissection, surgical
instruments, and common procedures, as well as the societal status of surgeons. The book places
medical practice within the broader context of Renaissance science and art.

5. "Madness and Medicine: Mental Health in Elizabethan England"
This book investigates the understanding and treatment of mental illness in the Elizabethan era. It
explores contemporary beliefs about madness, including humoral theory and supernatural
explanations. The text also examines the care options available, from family support to confinement
in institutions.

6. "Plague and Public Health in Tudor London"
Focusing on the impact of plague outbreaks, this book analyzes public health responses and the
social consequences of epidemic disease. It covers quarantine measures, medical theories about
contagion, and the role of government and community in managing health crises. The narrative
provides a vivid picture of life during times of widespread illness.

7. "Medical Texts and Manuscripts of the Elizabethan Era"
This scholarly work surveys the medical literature produced and circulated in Elizabethan England.
It highlights important texts, translations, and compilations that shaped medical understanding. The
book also discusses the role of printing in disseminating medical knowledge to a broader audience.

8. "Women and Medicine: Midwifery and Healing in Elizabethan Society"
Examining the contributions of women to healthcare, this book focuses on midwives, herbalists, and
female healers. It discusses social attitudes toward women in medicine, the transmission of
knowledge, and the intersection of gender and medical authority. The text sheds light on often
overlooked aspects of Elizabethan medical practice.

9. "The Influence of Renaissance Humanism on Elizabethan Medicine"
This book explores how Renaissance humanist ideals affected medical theory and practice during the
Elizabethan era. It investigates the revival of classical texts, emphasis on empirical observation, and
the blending of science with philosophy. The work offers a nuanced understanding of the intellectual
environment shaping medicine at the time.
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  medicine during elizabethan era: Publishing and Medicine in Early Modern England
Elizabeth Lane Furdell, 2002 An investigation of the role which the English book trade played in an
important transitional period in early modern medicine.
  medicine during elizabethan era: The Royal Doctors, 1485-1714 Elizabeth Lane Furdell,
2001 Drawing upon a myriad of primary and secondary historical sources, The Royal Doctors:
Medical Personnel at the Tudor and Stuart Courts investigates the influential individuals who
attended England's most important patients during a pivotal epoch in the evolution of the state and
the medical profession. Over three hundred men (and a handful of women), heretofore unexamined
as a group, made up the medical staff of the Tudor and Stuart kings and queens of England (as well
as the Lord Protectorships of Oliver and Richard Cromwell). The royal doctors faced enormous
challenges in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries from diseases that respected no rank and
threatened the very security of the realm. Moreover, they had to weather political and religious
upheavals that led to regicide and revolution, as well as cope with sharp theoretical and
jurisdictional divisions within English medicine. The rulers often interceded in medical controversies
at the behest of their royal doctors, bringing sovereign authority to bear on the condition of
medicine. Elizabeth Lane Furdell is Professor of History at the University of North Florida.
  medicine during elizabethan era: Women and the Practice of Medical Care in Early Modern
Europe, 1400-1800 L. Whaley, 2011-02-08 Women have engaged in healing from the beginning of
history, often within the context of the home. This book studies the role, contributions and
challenges faced by women healers in France, Spain, Italy and England, including medical practice
among women in the Jewish and Muslim communities, from the later Middle Ages to approximately
1800.
  medicine during elizabethan era: The History of Medical Education in Britain , 2020-01-29
Professional education forms a key element in the transmission of medical learning and skills, in
occupational solidarity and in creating and recreating the very image of the practitioner. Yet the
history of British medical education has hitherto been surprisingly neglected. Building upon papers
contributed to two conferences on the history of medical education in the early 1990s, this volume
presents new research and original synthesis on key aspects of medical instruction, theoretical and
practical, from early medieval times into the present century. Academic and practical aspects are
equally examined, and balanced attention is given to different sites of instruction, be it the university
or the hospital. The crucial role of education in medical qualifications and professional licensing is
also examined as is the part it has played in the regulation of the entry of women to the profession.
Contributors are Juanita Burnby, W.F. Bynum, Laurence M. Geary, Faye Getz, Johanna
Geyer-Kordesch, S.W.F. Holloway, Stephen Jacyna, Peter Murray Jones, Helen King, Susan C.
Lawrence, Irvine Loudon, Margaret Pelling, Godelieve Van Heteren, and John Harley Warner.
  medicine during elizabethan era: Medicine, Religion, and Magic in Early Stuart
England Ofer Hadass, 2018-03-26 The astrologer-physician Richard Napier (1559-1634) was not
only a man of practical science and medicine but also a master of occult arts and a devout parish
rector who purportedly held conversations with angels. This new interpretation of Napier reveals
him to be a coherent and methodical man whose burning desire for certain, true knowledge
contributed to the contemporary venture of putting existing knowledge to useful ends. Originally
trained in theology and ordained as an Anglican priest, Napier later studied astrological medicine
and combined astrology, religious thought, and image and ritual magic in his medical work. Ofer
Hadass draws on a remarkable archive of Napier’s medical cases and religious writings—including
the interviews he claimed to have held with angels—to show how Napier’s seemingly inconsistent
approaches were rooted in an inclusive and coherent worldview, combining equal respect for ancient
authority and for experientially derived knowledge. Napier’s endeavors exemplify the fruitful
relationship between religion and science that offered a well-founded alternative to the rising
mechanistic explanation of nature at the time. Carefully researched and compellingly told, Medicine,
Religion, and Magic in Early Stuart England is an insightful exploration of one of the most



fascinating figures at the intersection of medicine, magic, and theology in early modern England and
of the healing methods employed by physicians of the era.
  medicine during elizabethan era: Folk Medicine in Southern Appalachia Anthony
Cavender, 2014-07-25 In the first comprehensive exploration of the history and practice of folk
medicine in the Appalachian region, Anthony Cavender melds folklore, medical anthropology, and
Appalachian history and draws extensively on oral histories and archival sources from the
nineteenth century to the present. He provides a complete tour of ailments and folk treatments
organized by body systems, as well as information on medicinal plants, patent medicines, and
magico-religious beliefs and practices. He investigates folk healers and their methods, profiling
three living practitioners: an herbalist, a faith healer, and a Native American healer. The book also
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
conventional view of southern Appalachia as an exceptional region isolated from outside contact. His
thorough and accessible study reveals how Appalachian folk medicine encompasses such diverse and
important influences as European and Native American culture and America's changing medical and
health-care environment. In doing so, he offers a compelling representation of the cultural history of
the region as seen through its health practices.
  medicine during elizabethan era: Medicine in the Middle Ages Juliana Cummings,
2021-12-08 The Middle Ages covers a span of roughly one thousand years, and through that time
people were subject to an array of not only deadly diseases but deplorable living conditions. It was a
time when cures for sickness were often worse than the illness itself mixed with a population of
people who lacked any real understanding of sanitation and cleanliness. Dive in to the history of
medieval medicine, and learn how the foundations of healing were built on the knowledge of ancient
Greek and Roman philosophers. Understand how your social status would have affected medical
care, and how the domination of the Catholic Church was the basis of an abundant amount of fear
regarding life and death. We are given an intimate look into the devastating time of the Black Death,
along with other horrific ailments that would have easily claimed a life in the Middle Ages. Delve
inside the minds of the physicians and barbersurgeons for a better understanding of how they
approached healing. As well as diving into the treacherous waters of medieval childbirth, Cummings
looks into the birth of hospitals and the care for the insane. We are also taken directly to the
battlefield and given the gruesome details of medieval warfare and its repercussions. Examine the
horrors of the torture chamber and execution as a means of justice. Medicine in the Middle Ages is a
fascinating walk through time to give us a better understanding of such a perilous part of history.
  medicine during elizabethan era: The Annual American Catalogue 1886-1900 , 1896
  medicine during elizabethan era: Department of Labo-Federal Security Agency Appropriation
Bill for 1949 United States. Congress. House. Appropriations, 1948
  medicine during elizabethan era: Department of Labor-Federal Security Agency
Appropriation Bill for 1949 United States. Congress. House. Committee on Appropriations, 1948
  medicine during elizabethan era: The Medical Standard , 1895
  medicine during elizabethan era: American Medico-surgical Bulletin William Henry Porter,
Robert Gibson Eccles, 1897
  medicine during elizabethan era: The Practitioner Francis Edmund Anstie, Henry Lawson,
1897
  medicine during elizabethan era: Bibliography of the History of Medicine , 1984
  medicine during elizabethan era: Hearings United States. Congress. House, 1948
  medicine during elizabethan era: Federal Security Agency (except Social Security
Administration and Office of the Administrator) United States. Congress. House. Committee on
Appropriations, 1948
  medicine during elizabethan era: British Medical Journal , 1891
  medicine during elizabethan era: Science and Civilisation in China, Part 6, Medicine
Joseph Needham, 2000-04-13 The latest volume in Joseph Needham's magisterial review of China's



premodern scientific and technological traditions introduces the history of medicine. Following the
deaths of Joseph Needham and Lu Gwei-Djen, a considerable amount of written material on the
development of Chinese medicine awaited publication. This material has been gathered together by
the editor, Nathan Sivin, in the five essays contained in this volume. They offer a broad and readable
account of medicine in culture, including hygiene and preventive medicine, forensic medicine and
immunology, and the examinations taken by some Chinese physicians for more than a thousand
years. Professor Sivin has edited the essays, expanding them where appropriate and incorporating
the results of recent research. His extensive introduction discusses the contributions of Needham
and Lu, placing the essays in context, and surveys recent scholarship from China, Japan, Europe and
the United States.
  medicine during elizabethan era: Athenaeum James Silk Buckingham, John Sterling,
Frederick Denison Maurice, Henry Stebbing, Charles Wentworth Dilke, Thomas Kibble Hervey,
William Hepworth Dixon, Norman Maccoll, Vernon Horace Rendall, John Middleton Murry, 1860
  medicine during elizabethan era: Crises in the Lives of Elizabethan Women Sandra Idonia
Garrett, 1984
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