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THE MIDDLE AGES IN THE WEST
(Influence of Latin, Arab and Byzantine civilizations.)

Three phases will follow one another: 

1) From the fifth to the tenth century:
-The art of healing in the hands of the religious:.

-The birth of the School of Salerno (Italy)



2) From the eleventh century: The awakening of the 
Christian West

• the arrival in Italy and Salerno in 1065 of the African 
Constantine

• He had translated the works of Hippocrates and Galen into 
Latin from the Arabic versions and restored the study of 
Greek medical science in Europe

• Toledo (Spain) remains the last centre of Arab culture in 
Europe, with all the riches of its libraries.



3) In the thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries: 

Around 1200, Salerno went into decline,

Baghdad was ruined by the invasion of the Mongols. 

Professors and students in exile facilitated the 
creation of the first universities in the West: 
Bologna (1088), Salerno (1140), Padua (1222), Paris 
(1220), Montpellier (1272).

"Arab decline and Western development"



4) from the fourteenth to the fifteenth 
centuries

At the start 

*Medical science is stagnating

- Return to magical symbols to prayer 

- Influence of astrology

then

* Enriching the therapeutic arsenal due to the 
explorers' travels



Renaissance period

- The dissemination of major works by the printing 
press.

- Alchemy gives way to chemistry 

- - a real development of pharmaceutical botany.

- drugs from America reach Europe.

- - The first pharmacopoeias are published



Issogne Castle (Italy, Valle d'Aosta): one of the frescoes of the trades, here the 
apothecary (circa 1400)



Therapeutics in 
the Middle Ages



1/ Bleeding  

• Bleeding (phlebotomy) is a blood sample taken from 
a patient in order to improve his or her condition. 
Known since ancient times, it is practiced to "draw 
corrupt or superfluous blood" as a curative or 
preventive measure.

• it was especially from the sixteenth to the eighteenth 
century that it occupied a preponderant place among 
therapeutic practices.

• The incision is made with a lancet or leech application



Among the available therapeutic means

Bleed



The tools of bloodletting:

Lancet and cut





-2/purgation

Technique of evacuating medicine based on irritation 
of the intestines with the help of laxatives.

The clystery (apothecary of Château-Thierry) which

is used to administer a purgative rectally to

Induce evacuation enema from the bowel



Works and problems

From the Middle Ages to 
the Renaissance



a/variety of ingredients and multiplicity of galenic forms 
Widely used during this period





• b/ Problems with preparations due to inaccurate measurements of 
medicinal weight (lack of recognized standard weight)

Development of

Weight Equivalency Table 

Medicinal Varieties: Varieties of

units of measurement in European countries (nineteenth century)



c) problem of reproducibility and reliability of manuscripts (deletions), 

therapeutic recipes (antidotary, pharmacopoeia) ... until the 
development of the printing press

Example

Book of Herbs by Mattheus Plaetarius 

(twelfth century), basis of the antidote:

This type of monograph could be copied 

(with possible errors) multiple times 

and will serve as the basis for the antidotary Nicolas

(fifteenth century) which will be a reference work 

apothecaries for several centuries



d/Theriac: a multipurpose antidote based on the 
old concept of polypharmacy   



e-Inventory of available remedies: therapeutic impotence 
with a few exceptions = 

cinchona (febrifuge, tonic, etc.)

Ipecacuanha (emetic, expectorant, anti-amoebic dysentery)

Bark of 

Quinqina

Ipecac root imported into Europe from the Brazilian MattoGrosso for 

its indication in dysentery (amoeba) and as an evacuating emetic



f- "King's medicines": are medicines

essential provided free of charge (first initiative 

Institutionalised Assistance Centre (Helvetius)

- Emergence of the modern concept of the basket of care 

(essential medicine WHO).

- Emergence of a field of competition between caregivers:

The apothecary's shop (the dispensary) is often 

transformed into a place of "unauthorised medical 
consultation", 

more accessible than the doctor's office.



- Competition between licensed caregivers and informal 
sector caregivers: empiricists, charlatans, healers, 
churchmen

- opposition on uroscopy (visual examination of urine) 
between learned knowledge (doctor trained at the faculty) 
and technical knowledge (apothecary or surgeon trained 
"in the field")



- Alchemy: 

*At the beginning is a philosophy (dark, dusty, and messy 
laboratory).

*then became a common practice of apothecaries 

and surgeons who are increasingly involved in medicine.

*then basic (technical) pharmaceutical chemistry 

(medicinal) with 02 essential ratio:

+ practice of experimentation (to show but not to 

demonstrate and verify)

+development of these instruments.

* finally there was the birth of "chemistry" (alchemy will never 
be a science)
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