

As the populations of medieval towns and cities increased, hygienic conditions worsened, leading to a large amount of health problems. Medical knowledge was limited and, despite the efforts of medical practitioners and public and religious institutions to provide help, medieval Europe did not have an adequate health care system (Like the NHS today). Antibiotics weren't invented until the 1800s and it was almost impossible to cure diseases without them. 

There were many myths and superstitions about health and hygiene as there still are today. People believed, for example, that disease was spread by bad odors. It was also assumed that diseases of the body resulted from sins of the soul. Many people sought relief from their ills through meditation, prayer, pilgrimages, and other non-medical methods.

The body was viewed as a part of the universe, a concept first made by the Greeks and Romans. Four humors, or body fluids, were directly related to the four elements: fire = yellow bile; water = phlegm; earth = black bile; air = blood. These four humors had to be balanced or ill health would occur. Too much of one was thought to cause a change in personality – for example, too much black bile could create depression. So to cure each problem meant the body had to be drained of these fluids!

Yellow bile: a person who is bad tempered and has a short fuse: to stop this yellow fluid from the liver has to be drained from the person!

Phlegm: these people are either shy, lazy, or show no emotions, and they could be cured by draining the salivary glands in the neck!

Black bile: these people are often depressed (or melancholy). See the picture below which was drawn to represent melancholy in the middle ages.

Blood: too much blood causes optimism and confidence. It is the best humor to have but if people are manic then they need to be drained of some blood!

Melancholy (depression) in the 16th Century:
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People in the middle ages might also go to their physician, or local healer to be given a medicine to cure their illness. Medicines at this time would have been made from mixtures of various herbs and if the client was rich, exotic ingredients such as spices, resins and all sorts of peculiar and wonderful things. These would then have been either mixed together with honey, sugar, egg or animal fat, depending on [image: image2.jpg]


the kind of medicine being produced.
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