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Galen was born in the rich and cultured city of Pergamum,
Asia Minor, fortuitously for his own future career, and
possibly even for the future development of medicine

The Asklepion in Pergamum probably pre-dated the city of
Pergamum itself and was a famous centre of learning,
arguably the most renowned in the Roman world



Before Galen was twenty, he embarked on the travels
that would take him to most of the medical centres of
the then «civilized» world. Alexandria was his
ultimate goal and it was Alexandria to which he
referred most often in later years

There he was a pupil of the school developed by the
anatomist Marinos, a man who claimed to have
verified all the discoveries in the human body with his
own hands

The Great Library of Alexandria (19th century), O. Von Corven



At twenty-eight Galen was back in Pergamum,
where, already known through his writings as a
rising young anatomist, he was appointed
physician to the gladiators, a position affording
much surgical experience

Floor mosaic depicting a retiarius armed with trident and dagger
fighting against a secutor, Ancient Roman Villa in Nennig,
Germany



Galen followed Antoninus toRome, apparently to let him
know quite definitely that he had had enough of military
“medicine”, and that his preferred domain was quiet practice
and scholarly research. Antoninus acquiesced, appointing
Galen as personal physician to his son Commodus, a position
that made no great demands on Galen’s time

So from 169 to the end of his life, nominally serving under
Antoninus, Commodus and Septimius Severus, Galen
devoted his almost total attention to scientific work and to
his voluminous writings, not only on medicine in all its
aspects, but also on philosophy and rhetoric

Bull Hist Med 1984;58:315-324

Commodus as Hercules, Capitoline Museums, Rome, Italy



Galen criticized the Methodics, who reduced all diseases into
three basic types and claimed medicine could be taught in
just six months, as well as the Empirics and Dogmatics for
their one-sidedness

Galen held that the two procedures were complementary.
Hence, in the first place the remedy was Eclecticism, i.e.
choosing the best from each school. But to do this, the
teacher must at least first “…master all that has been said by the
most famous of the ancients. And when he has done this, he must
judge and test it for a very long time, and notice what agrees with
the clear facts and what contradicts them, so that he can choose this
and abandon that”. To judge and test previous theories, the
physician should be trained in the theory of logical proof,
and that means that he must be something of a philosopher

The Danaides (1903), William Waterhouse



Levity and ostentation prevailed everywhere and in all professions, but greed was a malady
peculiar to Rome, because there, as his friend Eudemus told Galen, “all who are inclined to be
bad find scope for their activities and make far more money than in communities abroad…whereas
doctors in small towns are not attracted by the lure of large profits. They are easily known to their fellow-
citizens and if they make the smallest mistake, their skill remains unexercised”

In Rome doctors continued their malpractices without fear of detection; “they set upon those
who are fresh to their ways ... and cannot bite back as they themselves are accustomed to do to each other
when they … cause the slightest injury”

The Favourites of The Emperor Honorious (1883), William Waterhouse



Medical education must have included anatomy,
physiology, therapeutics and perhaps
pharmacology. Much of this teaching was purely
oral, although aspects of physiology were
illustrated by vivisection. And of course, anatomy
was taught by dissection, but teaching was vitiated
by the fact that animals were used instead of
human bodies

Galen lecturing on anatomy in the Temple of Peace, Rome (1866)



Galen is scrupulous in matters of sickroom deportment. Everything within reason must be done to please the
patient. “Some of them like doctors who gossip, others are annoyed by them; some enjoy serious talks, others wit”. The
doctor’s hair and clothes must suit the patient’s taste. If the patient is an educated man, the doctor must avoid
mistakes in accidence and syntax and above all he must not walk into the room and make tactless remarks

There also instructions for handling diffident patients: “Try not to promise the patients themselves any recovery, even if
they are extremely frightened . . . suggest that the first thing is to 'do well and obey the doctor's instructions. In this way they
will not be depressed and you will often be telling the truth”

Alexander of Macedon trust's the doctor Philip (1870), Henryk Siemiradzki



According to Galen's own statement, his studies, that is, his reading,
writing, and presumably preparing his lectures, occupied a large part
of the night. Visits to patients seem to have taken place at dawn, at the
5th hour, and in the afternoon and early evening. From this it seems
that lectures took place in the morning and, from the students' point
of view, it would clearly be an advantage if most of the visits took
place after their lectures. Thus the principle would appear to be that
the morning is the time for theory and the afternoon for practice

Nocturne in black and gold –The falling rocket (1874), James Abbott McNeill Whistler



Many of Galen's patients were well-to-do. However, he
did not neglect more humble people. That would,
indeed, have been a betrayal of the philanthropia upon
which he, no less than Hippocrates, insists

One summer he treated no less than 400 patients for
fever alone; the treatment which cured the wife of his
friend Boethus later cured many other less
distinguished patients

Charity or The Indigent Family (1865 ),  William-Adolphe Bouguereau



Galen was interested in the preservation of health no less than in the
treatment of sickness. He had many patients whom he had kept in good
health by attending to their diet and exercise

His most appealing contribution to the subject of sport and exercise is his
pamphlet on the Small Ball, in which he carefully analyses the effect of
throwing and catching on the various muscles of the body and recommends
the exercise as the only one which is so ‘friendly’ that even the poorest man
need not despair of equipping himself for it

Ancient Greek practicing with a ball, relief on the belly of a vase,
National Archaeological Museum, Athens, Greece



Galen is perhaps the greatest medical figure of all time. In two
incomplete bibliographies, composed by himself, he mentions 153
titles in 504 books. The original Greek versions, parts also in Latin
and Arabic translations are preserved for 150 works, whilst for
others only the Latin or Arabic versions remain

In addition to many specialist tracts, various pharmacological
papers and many commentaries on the works of Hippocrates, there
are handbooks such as “On the Affected Locations” in 6 books, “The
Natural Competencies” in 3 books, “On the Function of the Parts of the
Body” in 17 books, “On Anatomical Procedures” in 15 books,
“Therapeutic Method” in 14 books. Special mention should also be
given to “The Best Doctor is also a Philosopher”, “Stimulation to Medicine”
and “On the Pulse”

Galen. De pulsibus. (Manuscript; Venice, ca. 1550)



Galen’s general concept of pathology was the “humoral doctrine” of the
Hippocratic collection, supplemented by his own notions of a guiding
spirit or “pneuma”

It was Galen, more so than Hippocrates, who turned the Middle Ages
into thirteen centuries of dread of “atra bilis”. It was Galen’s enormous
and specific knowledge of disease, i.e. his special pathology, that gave the
whole of his philosophy and intellectual product, including his humoral
pathology, right or wrong, the stamp of authority

Four Humours. Phlegmatic, Sanguine, Melancholic and Choleric, with androgyne
and zodiacal sigils (17th century) 
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Galen considered inflammation to be due to an excessive
accumulation of humors in the affected part as an alteration in
the humors or in their “pneumatic” control

With continued stagnation of the humors arose the four
cardinal symptoms of redness, swelling, pain and heat (Celsus
tetrad), to which he added a fifth, functio laesa, or according to
some, pulsation

After these manifestations come exudation of serum and
supporation, possibly followed by general corruption (sepsis)

Engraved portrait of Celsus (18th century)



The 22th figure of the 5° book of  Vesalius’ De humani corporis fabrica

Galen was not only able to detect pus in the urine, but form
its state made skillful deductions as to its origin. If it was in
coarse suspension or membranous flakes, he assumed, that
it came from the bladder

He distinguished, albeit somewhat vaguely, inflammations
of the kidneys (nephritis) with increased and decreased
output of urine, but was more familiar with the kind of
kidney inflammation associated with the presence of calculi



Although only about one third of Galen’s overall works are
believed to have survived, his writings provided the primary
direction to medicine for over a thousand years, up to the
Middle Ages. By dissecting animals (pigs, monkeys), he
realized the importance of structures like the recurrent nerve
and the urinary system. He described the «crab-like» growth
of cancer and introduced bloodletting

Just as in a crab feet extend form every part of the body, so in this disease the veins are
distorted forming a figure quite similar



Galen’s portrait (18th century), Georg Paul Busch

Beside descriptions of specific diseases and theories, Galen’s age-long
domination of medicine is due to his bold and largely successful attempt to
impose a unified science of biology, with separate branches of anatomy,
physiology, and pathology. The last was characterized by specific underlying
“diatheses”, each of which is essential “pathos”, or disturbance of the vital
processes

That he made mistakes and false analogies does not negate the progress he
made, any more than the many errors still propagated daily in the scientific
literature of our time can be considered to nullify modern scientific progress

The 21th century will probably preserve the good and discard the false, just as
Vesalius, Colombo, Fallopius, Harvey and Morgagni did with the works of
Galen leaving, by consensus, an enormous body of established facts

Van denTweel, Gu, Taylor. From Magic to Molecules: an Illustrated History of Disease (Peking University Medical Press, 2016) 
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