Humanist medicine: the four humors and the human body as a microcosm.
The renaissance humanist approach to medicine is hugely inspired by the works of ancient Greek philosophers. A large majority of the Greek works on medicine were lost in the division of the Roman Empire, with only a few writings from Galen and Hippocrates making their way to the West of Europe and being translated into Latin. But Jewish and Islamic scholars from the Arab world had access to the Greek works and had translated them, as well as added their own scholarly beliefs into the works and augmenting them. Since there were several centres of Islamic scholarship in Western Europe, including Sicily, Spain and Italy, that were available to be accessed by Christians, the works of the ancient Greek physicians were translated into Latin and become accessible to Italian scholars. More universities teaching medicine cropped up over Western Europe, and the fall on Constantinople pushed many Greek scholars to relocate to Italy and encouraged the humanist belief of trying to get to the most true form of the original Greek texts, not just the ‘incorrect’ translations they were working with. [footnoteRef:1] [1:  Carole Rawcliffe, Medicine & Society In Later Medieval England, (Gloucestershire: Alan Sutton Publishing, 1995), p. 32] 

Giovanni Pico della Mirandola was an Italian Renaissance humanist philosopher.  He proposed an idea of the human body as a microcosm of the universe, with God having made man with the unique gift of being free from a role within the hierarchy of beings, so he can choose to lower himself to the place of beasts or choose to rise to the place of angels.  The human body then, being made in God’s image, becomes a reflection of the wider cosmos, with the elements and states within the body mirroring the elements and states of the universe at large, and being impacted universal forces such the planets and astrology due to its unique position of embodying both the material realm but also celestial potential. [footnoteRef:2] [footnoteRef:3] The theory of the human soul’s nature, being something unique to humans as opposed to something animals and plants had too, was something humanists inherited from ancient Greek philosophers like Aristotle (384 – 322 BCE) and the expansions made on their theories by Arab scholars. [footnoteRef:4] [2:  Don Parry Norford, ‘Microcosm and Macrocosm in Seventeenth-Century Literature’, in Journal of the History of Ideas, Vol. 38, No. 3 (1977), 409-428 (pp. 409-410)]  [3:  Paul H. Kocher, Science and religion in Elizabethan England, (California: The Huntington Library, 1953), p. 225]  [4:  Kocher, Science and religion in Elizabethan England, p.229] 

The theory of the four humors is credited to have come from ancient Greek physician Hippocrates of Kos (460 – 370 BCE) and popularised by the Greek physician Galen of Pergamon (129 – c. 216 CE). This theory was linked to the theory of the microcosm, with Galen adding Aristotelian theories of elements (earth, air, water and fire) to the humorial theory that encouraged the concept of the human body being a reflection of the wider cosmos, with the elements in the body mirroring the elements of the universe. [footnoteRef:5] [5:  Rawcliffe, Medicine & Society In Later Medieval England, pp. 32-33] 

	Humor
	Quality
	Element
	Season
	Life stage
	Disposition
	Bodily function
	Produced

	Blood
	Hot and wet
	Air
	Spring
	Childhood
	Sanguine, cheerful
	Nourishes the body
	In the liver

	Phlegm
	Cold and wet
	Water
	Winter 
	Old age
	Phlegmatic, apathetic
	Lubricates the joints
	In the brain or the lungs

	Yellow bile
	Hot and dry
	Fire
	Summer
	Youth
	Choleric, irritable
	Aiding digestion & supplying energy
	In the gallbladder

	Black bile
	Cold and dry
	Earth
	Autumn
	Maturity
	Melancholic, depressed
	Stabilises mood
	Sin the spleen



· Paracelsus introduced chemicals to the microcosm theory: salt, sulphur, mercury
· Marsilio Ficino translated Plato and linked medicine to Neoplatonism: the human soul sits between the human body and the wider cosmos
· Eucrasia is the perfect balance and good health, dyscrasia is illness through imbalance
· The microcosm analogy is drawn from Plato’s Timaeus texts: the connection between the soul, the body and the universe
· The microcosm theory posits that disease had a cosmic origin, the body echoes disharmony in universe
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