
9-1: Understanding the Middle Ages?  



Have a go at these questions, doesn’t matter if you’re not sure! 

Which of these features might have … 
a) Helped improve medicine & health              b) Prevented improvement 

Copy these key features of Medieval life and then see if you need to change your answers 



9-1: Understanding the Middle Ages?  

So, what was it like living in the Middle Ages? 

Before we watch a short clip, describe what you know, or think you know, 
about living conditions in Medieval England. Think back to Year 7… 

Good Things Bad Things 



Living Conditions Video (ingredients) 



Miasma! 

• Bad air that was filled with harmful fumes 
• Hippocrates and Galen both wrote about Miasma suggesting that Swamps, corpses & other 

rotting matter could transmit disease 
• The Romans built had built their settlements away from swamps and smelly places in an 

attempt to avoid miasmic disease, such as Malaria (mala = bad, aria = air) 
 

• Miasma was also associated with God, a clean and sweet smelling home was a sign of 
spiritual cleanliness. 

• Incense was burnt in churches to purify the air 
 

• If a person was unwashed, others would avoid them in case they breathed the bad miasma 



Importance of the Church 
Make a rough outline of a church building. 
 
Inside, list as many examples of church power, influence and 
reasons why Medieval people believed God caused illness and 
disease.  
 
We will add to it as we progress over the next few weeks… 

What happens if you challenge the Church… 

You can get some information from 
pg 12 - 14 



Roger Bacon 

Bacon was a priest 
who suggested a new 
approach to medicine 
was needed. He said 
doctors needed to do 
their own original 
research instead of 
learning from the 
books of ancient 
writers such as Galen. 
 
What did the Church 
do? 

How does this help or hinder progress – write a proper paragraph 
using Bacon as Evidence! 

The Church leaders put him in prison 
for heresy. It has been suggested he 
smuggled his works out of prison. 



Imagine you are a Physician and a 
man has come to you with potential 
leprosy. 
 
Tell him… 
 
• The symptoms 
• Why he has it 
• What he needs to do next  
• What you will do for him 
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Astrology: (Supernatural) 
• As well as God, the alignment of the planets and stars was also considered very important 

when diagnosing illness. 
• A physician would consult star charts, when a patient was born and when they fell ill to 

help identify what was wrong with them. 
• The Church didn’t like this idea, they thought it was like predicting the future or fortune 

telling 
• It was after the Black Death that people and The Church thought it possible 

 
• It was support of Hippocrates’ ideas and the link to each Humour having it’s own planet 

that meant this was a plausible cause of disease 



Causes of illness in Middle Ages 

Most Important 

Least Important 

God 

Imbalanced Humours 

Miasma 

Alignment of planets / stars 

Explain why you have ranked your causes as you have 



Summary: Middle Ages was a time of mostly CONTINUITY, nothing was added to Galen’s ideas 

The Church was VERY important 
in maintaining the status quo. 
They didn’t like change. The 
Church controlled medical 
learning, and liked the Four 
Humours Theory as it fitted in 
with their teachings. 

Hippocrates and Galen were 
important INDIVIDUALS, even 
though they were long dead. 
Galen especially was widely 
promoted by the Church  

There was a lack of 
Scientific understanding 
meaning new knowledge 
was limited. Physicians and 
students tried to make 
new discoveries fit into old 
theories. 
 
Very late on, the Printing 
Press was invented 
(although not used widely 
until Renaissance 

Medieval people had a 
strong belief in God and 
didn't want to risk going 
to hell by criticising the 
Church. Physicians who 
didn't follow this found it 
hard to get work. Most 
people’s attitude was 
that since it had always 
been done this way, why 
change it? 
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