
(A) Beliefs about the cause of illness 
 

God: The Christian Church was dominant in medieval 

society. The most common belief was that illness was 

sent by God as a punishment for sins or to test a 

person’s faith. 

Astrology: People also believed that the alignment of 

planets and stars caused some disease. Astrology was 

used to help diagnose what was wrong with a patient. 

The four humours: Hippocrates (an Ancient Greek 

doctor) came up with the idea of the four humours. 

He believed that the body contained four liquids 

(humours) and a person became ill when these were 

unbalanced. The four humours were blood, yellow 

bile, black bile, and phlegm.   

Miasma: Another belief about disease was that it was 

transmitted through ‘bad air’. This was related to God 

because people believed that bad air indicated sin. 

 

(B) Methods of prevention and treatment 

Treatment 
Religion: People would pray for forgiveness, go on 
pilgrimages or self-flagellate in order to show God 
that they were sorry for their sins.  
 
Herbal remedies: People would take herbal 
remedies which were made from plants.  
 
Balancing the four humours:  Bloodletting was 
either done by cutting a vein, using leeches or by 
cupping to remove blood from the body.  
Purging involved making a patient vomit or go to the 
toilet. Emetics or laxatives were mixed by 
apothecaries or wise women in order to do this. 
 
Galen (a Roman doctor) developed Hippocrates’ 
ideas. He came up with the ‘theory of opposites’ to 
treat patients. For example, if you had too much 
phlegm (associated with cold) you should eat hot 
peppers. 
 
Prevention 
Religion: Living a Christian life – e.g. praying, going 
to church, and obeying the commandments. Self-
flagellation – this involved punishing yourself so 
that God wouldn’t. 
Trying to keep the streets clean to prevent miasma: 

rakers were employed to clean the street; laws were 

passed to punish throwing waste away; butchers’ 

waste had to be thrown outside of city walls; 

cesspits were lined with brick or stone.  

 
 

(F) Case study: Black Death 1348  

The Black Death reached Britain by 1348, killing 

about one third of the population. 

Causes: Most people believed that God had sent it 

to punish people for their sins. People also believed 

that it was caused by miasma, the position of the 

planets, and physicians blamed the four humours. 

Prevention and treatment: People prayed to show 

that they were sorry for their sins and plead for 

forgiveness. The King ordered services and 

processions in churches at least once a day; people 

lit candles and fasted (stopped eating); people 

went on pilgrimages (religious journeys). 

People also tried to clean the air by carrying sweet 

smelling herbs or lighting fires to overpower the 

bad air. King Edward III also ordered the mayor of 

London to clean the streets.  

Physicians tried treatments based on Galen’s 

‘theory of opposites’. Cold food and baths were 

used to treat the Black Death and people were told 

to avoid hot foods such as onion and garlic. 

 

(E) Factors that limited progress 

The Church: People believed that God caused disease 

so they didn’t look for other causes. People didn’t 

challenge the Church because they were scared of 

going to Hell. The Church supported the ideas of Galen 

so nobody questioned him; this is because Galen had 

said that the body was designed perfectly by God. 

Education: The Church controlled education. 

Physicians were taught the ideas of Hippocrates and 

Galen and not encouraged to think for themselves 

about what caused disease. There were fewer than 

100 physicians in the 1300s because it took 7 years to 

train, so few people could afford to visit them. 

Conservative attitudes: People respected tradition 

and wanted to keep everything as it was. It was hard 

for new ideas to spread because books were written 

by hand until the printing press was invented in the 

1470s. 

Government: The main task of the king was to defend 

the country in war and keep it peaceful. No taxes were 

collected to improve people’s health. Some kings 

ordered towns to be cleaned but didn’t pay for this.  

(D) Who treated the sick? 

Care in the home: Most people were treated at home 

by a female family member. The village ‘wise woman’ 

would also care for people in their homes for free. 

Barber surgeons: Didn’t go to university – they 

trained by observing others. Carried out basic surgery 

such as bleeding and sewing up wounds; occasionally 

carried out amputations (very low success rate). Cost 

less than a physician. 

Apothecaries: Mixed medicines and ointments based 

on their own knowledge or directions of a physician. 

They cost money (but less than a physician).  

Physicians: Medically trained at university and passed 

exams. They diagnosed illness and gave treatments, or 

sent patients to the apothecary or barber-surgeon. 

They were expensive so used mainly by the wealthy. 

Their training was based on the ideas of Hippocrates 

and Galen.  

 

(C) Hospital Care 

Hospitals were places of rest rather than places 

where people were treated for disease; they rarely 

admitted people with infectious diseases. Many 

hospitals were places where travellers and pilgrims 

stayed on their journeys.  

They were run by monks and nuns who provided 

food, warmth and prayers. Patients and their 

surroundings were kept very clean. 

St Bartholomew’s was founded in London in 1123.  

The number of hospitals increased during the Middle 

Ages; by 1400 there were over 500 hospitals – but 

many had only five or six beds. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

  

 

 

Key word Definition  

Apothecary A place where medicines were made 
(pharmacy) 

Bleed/bleeding 
 

The treatment of opening a vein or 
applying leeches to draw blood from 
the patient 

Epidemic A widespread outbreak of disease 
 

Emetics Medicine which causes vomiting 

Herbal remedy Medicine made up from a mixture of 
plants, often containing beneficial 
ingredients 

Miasma Smells from decomposing material 
believed to cause disease 

Physician A doctor of medicine who trained at 
university 

Wise woman A woman believed to be skilled in 
magic or local customs 

Self- 
flagellation 

The act of whipping yourself   

Cesspit A place for collecting and storing 
waste 

Key individual Why were they important? 

Hippocrates  Came up with the theory of the 
four humours. 

Galen  Came up with the theory of the 
opposites – using heat or hot 
food to treat patients who were 
cold and cold foods to treat 
patients with a fever. 

Edward III King during the Black Death – 
ordered the streets to be 
cleaned.  
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Knowledge Organiser Questions for History – Medicine Topic 1 – Y10  – Term 3 

Section A 1. What was the most common belief about the causes of disease in the Middle Ages? 

2. What was the name given to ‘bad air’ that was believed to cause disease?  

3. Who came up with the idea of the four humours? 

4. Name the four humours. 

5. What was sometimes used to diagnose a patient? 

Section B  1. Why would people pray when they were ill? 

2. What was self-flagellation? 

3. Give two methods that people used to balance the four humours. 

4. Who came up with the ‘theory of opposites’? 

5. Give two methods that people use to prevent disease in the Middle Ages. 

Section C 1. Who ran hospitals in the Middle Ages? 

2. Who was admitted into hospitals in the Middle Ages? 

3. What type of care would people receive in a hospital in the Middle Ages? 

4. What was the name of the hospital that was founded in London in 1123? 

5. How many hospitals were there by 1400? 

Section D 1. What type of surgery would barber surgeons carry out? 

2. Where would most people have been treated? 

3. What was an apothecary? 

4. Who would have been treated by a physician? 

5. What training did physicians receive? 

Section E 1. Why did the Church prevent progress in medicine in the Middle Ages?  

2. Why did the Church support the ideas of Galen? 

3. How many physicians were there in the 1300s? 

4. What is meant by ‘conservative attitudes’? 

5. What was the main priority of the king in the Middle Ages? 

Section F 1. When was the Black Death? 

2. What did people at the time believe had caused the Black Death? 

3. Who was the king during the Black Death? 

4.  What did the king order the mayor of London to do during the Black Death? 

5. Give three ways that people tried to prevent the Black Death in England. 


