Chapter 1
Medicine at the bedside

Hippocrates and all that

Hippocrates has become the favoured Father for
healers of all stripes. Homoeopathists find in the
Hippocratic writings the roots of their doctrines.
Naturopaths, chiropractors, herbalists, and osteopaths
invoke him as the founder of the ideals that underlie
their own approaches to health, disease, and healing.
So do modern hospital consultants, many of whom
would have repeated his Oath, or a version of it, when
they took their medical degrees. -

The reasons for this curious state of affairs can be
found in history. For one thing, the historical
Hippocrates is sufficiently shadowy to allow a
multiplicity of interpretations to be hung from him. He
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discipline within medicine so combined art and
science, or knowledge and presentation. Increasingly,
even would-be physicians dissected, their curiosity
getting the better of their gentlemanly pretensions.
Many of the great names in early-modern anatomy -
Gabriele Fallopio (1532—62), Fabricius ab
Acquapendente (1533-1619), Frederik Ruysch
(1638-1731), William Cheselden (1688-1752), William
Hunter (1718-83) - had affiliations with surgery or
obstetrics, but curious physicians, such as William
Harvey (1578—1657), also used their hands in their
research. Harvey's great treatise announcing his
discovery of the circulation of the blood (1628) is
actually entitled an ‘anatomical exercise’ on de Motu
Cordis (On the motion of the heart).

7. This Victorian engraving of a woodcut by
Stradanus from about 1580 shows many stages
of book production, including setting type,
inking it, printing the sheets, and proof-
reading

Given the nature of medical (or even surgical)
practice in the period, doctors learned more anatomy
than they could actually use. But the parts of the body
were palpable and it was easier to agree on an
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~ Columbus, the assumption that it was a new disease
gg’?ﬁ imported with Columbus was a natural conclusion.
 Historians are still debating this scenario, but the fact
remains that syphilis in the late 14th and early 15th
centuries behaved like a new disease, in its virulence
and rapidity of spread. Because of the rash caused by
syphilis, mercury, a standard treatment for skin
diseases, was used, and it seemed effective in
suppressing symptoms, even if it was toxic for the
sufferer, producing intense salivation, loss of teeth,
and other side effects. The metallic odour to the
patient’s breath was difficult to conceal, and although
popes, artists, and doctors suffered from it, its sexual
transmission was suspected early on (the genital
lesions were usually the first sign), and the
introduction of the bark of the guaiacum tree, from
South America, soon became the favoured therapy for
those who could afford it. It reinforced the notion that
syphilis had come from the New World, the
assumption being that God placed remedies near to
~ the origins of diseases, to encourage us to look for
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8. The differing social status and mediecal
functions of the physician and surgeon are
shown in this engraving from 1646. In these
two scenes, the formally dressed physician on
the left hands a medicine to a sick man in bed;
on the right, he supervises the more roughly
attired surgeon who is amputating a man’s leg

Despite these new diseases and new remedies,
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