
medicine in shakespeare's time
medicine in shakespeare's time reflects a fascinating period of transition and limited scientific
understanding that shaped health care practices in the late 16th and early 17th centuries. During this
era, medical knowledge was deeply intertwined with superstition, religious beliefs, and ancient
theories such as the four humors. Treatments were often rudimentary and sometimes harmful, yet
the period also saw the beginnings of more systematic approaches to medicine. Shakespeare’s works
frequently reference contemporary medical ideas and practices, providing valuable insights into the
perceptions of illness and healing during his lifetime. This article explores the prevailing medical
theories, common treatments, the role of physicians and surgeons, as well as public health concerns
in Shakespeare’s England. The following sections will provide an in-depth look at medicine in
Shakespeare’s time, uncovering how these historical practices influenced both society and literature.
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Medicine in Shakespeare’s Works

Medical Theories and Beliefs
The foundation of medicine in Shakespeare's time was dominated by classical medical theories,
particularly the concept of the four humors. These humors—blood, phlegm, black bile, and yellow
bile—were believed to govern human health and temperament. An imbalance among these fluids was
thought to cause disease and mental disturbances. This humoral theory originated from ancient Greek
physicians such as Hippocrates and Galen and persisted well into the Renaissance era.

The Four Humors
Each humor was associated with specific qualities and elements: blood was hot and wet, linked to air;
phlegm was cold and wet, linked to water; black bile was cold and dry, linked to earth; and yellow bile
was hot and dry, linked to fire. Physicians aimed to restore balance through various treatments,
including bloodletting, purging, and diet adjustments. Understanding and manipulating the humors
dictated much of the medical practice in Shakespeare’s time.

Astrology and Medicine
Astrology played a significant role in the diagnosis and treatment of illnesses during this period. It was
common for doctors to consult astrological charts to determine the most auspicious times for



treatments such as surgeries or administering medicines. The alignment of stars and planets was
believed to influence bodily humors and overall health.

Common Treatments and Remedies
Treatment methods in medicine in Shakespeare's time were often a combination of herbal
remedies, physical procedures, and mystical practices. The effectiveness of these treatments varied
widely due to limited scientific understanding and the absence of controlled medical research.

Herbal Medicine
Herbal remedies formed the cornerstone of medical treatment. Physicians and apothecaries used a
wide range of plants and natural substances believed to possess healing properties. Common herbs
included rosemary, lavender, chamomile, and sage, each used for different ailments.

Bloodletting and Purging
Bloodletting was a widespread practice intended to rebalance the humors by removing "excess"
blood. This was often performed using leeches or by cutting a vein. Similarly, purging was intended to
cleanse the body of toxins and excess humors through vomiting or inducing diarrhea. These methods
were frequently prescribed despite their potential to weaken patients.

Other Treatments

Plasters and poultices: Applied externally to treat wounds or inflammations.

Balms and ointments: Made from natural ingredients to soothe pain or skin conditions.

Spiritual healing: Prayer and charms were sometimes used alongside medical treatments.

Physicians, Surgeons, and Apothecaries
The medical profession in Shakespeare’s England was divided among several specialists, each with
distinct roles and social statuses. Understanding their functions helps clarify how medicine in
Shakespeare's time was organized and delivered.

Physicians
Physicians were university-educated medical practitioners who diagnosed illnesses and prescribed
treatments based on humoral theory. They were considered gentlemen and often served the wealthy



elite or royal court. Their education was primarily theoretical, and they rarely performed surgeries or
hands-on treatments.

Surgeons
Surgeons were responsible for more practical medical tasks such as wound care, amputations, and
dental work. Unlike physicians, surgeons typically apprenticed through guilds and had lower social
status. Their work was often seen as manual labor rather than learned science.

Apothecaries
Apothecaries prepared and dispensed medicines, combining knowledge of herbs and chemicals. They
functioned similarly to modern pharmacists but also advised patients on remedies. Apothecaries were
more accessible to the general public than physicians and surgeons.

Public Health and Epidemics
Public health during Shakespeare’s era was rudimentary, with limited understanding of disease
transmission. Cities like London faced frequent outbreaks of deadly diseases that dramatically
influenced society and medicine.

The Plague
The bubonic plague was the most feared epidemic in Shakespeare’s time. Outbreaks in London led to
high mortality rates and the closure of theaters, including those where Shakespeare’s plays were
performed. Efforts to control the plague included quarantines, burning infected materials, and public
health ordinances.

Sanitation and Hygiene
Sanitation was poor, with waste often disposed of in the streets or rivers, contributing to the spread of
disease. Despite this, some rudimentary regulations existed, such as the appointment of "searchers"
to identify plague victims and the ordering of the cleaning of streets and public spaces.

Common Diseases

Smallpox

Typhus

Consumption (Tuberculosis)



Syphilis

Medicine in Shakespeare’s Works
Shakespeare’s plays and poetry frequently reference contemporary medical practices and beliefs,
reflecting the importance of medicine in everyday life during his time. His works provide valuable
cultural insights into how people understood health, illness, and the human body.

Medical Imagery and Language
Shakespeare employed medical terminology and metaphors to develop characters and themes.
References to humors, wounds, poisons, and remedies appear throughout his plays, often symbolizing
emotional or moral states.

Portrayal of Physicians and Healing
In many plays, physicians are portrayed with varying degrees of respect and skepticism. For example,
in "Macbeth," the doctor observes Lady Macbeth’s mental decline, while in "Romeo and Juliet," the
failure of medical knowledge contributes to the tragic ending. These portrayals highlight
contemporary attitudes toward medicine and its limitations.

Frequently Asked Questions

What types of medicine were commonly used in
Shakespeare's time?
In Shakespeare's time, common medicines included herbal remedies, bloodletting, purgatives, and
concoctions made from plants like lavender, rosemary, and mandrake.

How advanced was medical knowledge during Shakespeare's
era?
Medical knowledge was limited and based largely on ancient texts by Galen and Hippocrates, with
little understanding of anatomy or disease causation by microbes.

Who were the primary medical practitioners in Shakespeare's
time?
Primary medical practitioners included barber-surgeons, apothecaries, physicians, and midwives,
each with different levels of training and responsibilities.



What role did apothecaries play in medicine during
Shakespeare's era?
Apothecaries prepared and sold medicines, herbs, and potions, often acting as both pharmacists and
informal doctors for common people.

How did people view illness and disease in the Elizabethan
period?
Illness was often seen as a result of imbalances in the body's humors, divine punishment, or
supernatural causes like witchcraft.

What were some common treatments for wounds and injuries
in Shakespeare's time?
Treatments included cleaning wounds with wine or vinegar, applying herbal poultices, bloodletting,
and sometimes cauterization.

Did Shakespeare reference medicine or medical practices in
his plays?
Yes, Shakespeare frequently referenced medical knowledge, treatments, and practitioners, often
using them as metaphors or plot devices.

What was the role of humoral theory in medicine during
Shakespeare's era?
Humoral theory, which emphasized balancing the four humors (blood, phlegm, black bile, and yellow
bile), was central to diagnosing and treating illnesses.

How were mental illnesses understood and treated in
Shakespeare's time?
Mental illnesses were poorly understood, often attributed to spiritual or humoral imbalances, and
treatments ranged from rest to exorcism or confinement.

Were there any public health measures in place during
Shakespeare's lifetime?
Public health measures were rudimentary but included quarantine during plagues, regulations on
waste disposal, and some attempts to control outbreaks.



Additional Resources
1. De Materia Medica
Written by the Greek physician Pedanius Dioscorides in the 1st century, this text was a cornerstone of
medical knowledge during Shakespeare's time. It catalogs hundreds of medicinal plants and
substances, describing their uses and effects. The book was widely referenced by apothecaries and
physicians in the 16th and 17th centuries.

2. Galen's Works
The collected writings of Galen, a prominent Roman physician, formed the foundation of much
Renaissance medicine. His theories on anatomy, physiology, and the four humors influenced medical
practice in Shakespeare's era. Physicians relied on Galenic principles for diagnosis and treatment.

3. De Humani Corporis Fabrica
Andreas Vesalius's groundbreaking 1543 work revolutionized the understanding of human anatomy.
By providing detailed, accurate illustrations of the human body, it challenged many long-held
misconceptions. This book was essential reading for medical scholars in the late 16th and early 17th
centuries.

4. Pharmacopoeia Londinensis
First published in 1618, this official pharmacopoeia of London standardized medicinal recipes and
preparations. It served as a guide for apothecaries and physicians to ensure the quality and
consistency of remedies. The text reflects the growing importance of regulation in medicine during
Shakespeare's lifetime.

5. De Contagione et Contagiosis Morbis
Written by Girolamo Fracastoro in 1546, this book explored the nature and transmission of contagious
diseases. It introduced early ideas about infection, predating germ theory by centuries. The work
influenced public health measures and medical thinking in Shakespeare's time.

6. Opera Medica
A collection of medical treatises by various Renaissance authors, this volume compiled contemporary
knowledge on diagnosis and treatment. It was used by practitioners seeking to update their
understanding of diseases and remedies. The book reflects the blend of tradition and innovation
characteristic of the era.

7. The Anatomy of Melancholy
Written by Robert Burton and published in 1621, this extensive work examines mental illness and
emotional disorders in great detail. It combines medical theory with literature, philosophy, and
theology to explore the causes and cures of melancholy. The book was influential in both medical and
literary circles.

8. Libellus de Medicinalibus Indorum Herbis
Also known as the Badianus Manuscript, this 16th-century Aztec herbal was translated into Latin and
studied in Europe. It introduced new medicinal plants from the Americas to European physicians. The
text reflects the global expansion of medical knowledge during Shakespeare's era.

9. Compendium Medicinæ
A concise medical handbook used by practitioners for quick reference, this compendium summarized
essential knowledge on anatomy, symptoms, and treatments. It was popular among barber-surgeons
and apothecaries who needed practical guidance. The book exemplifies the practical approach to



medicine in the early modern period.
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