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How has our understanding of Melancholia and approaches changed over time?

Melancholia was a word used to describe feelings of sadness and despair. It comes from the Greek word melan, meaning black and chole, meaning bile, referring to the ancient belief that melancholia was caused by an excess of black bile in the body (Wikipedia, N.D). The understanding of melancholia changed over time—from a physical condition in Greek medicine, to a religious and moral interpretation in the Middle Ages, to a cultural symbol of artistic depth in the Renaissance, eventually leading to the modern understanding of mental illness. This essay will demonstrate how the understanding of melancholia has evolved over thousands of years and how different eras have responded to it.

In Ancient Greece, madness such as melancholia was believed to be caused by gods, spirits, or demons through possession (Scull, 2016). This magico‑religious era explained illness through supernatural causes (Finn, 2024). Individuals with melancholia showed deep sadness, fear, hopelessness, and withdrawal, which were seen as a “divine disturbance” (Scull, 2016). Other signs of madness, including shouting, violent outbursts, and losing touch with reality, were believed to be sent from gods such as Dionysus, Erinyes, or Hera (Scull, 2016). Treatments included prayers, chanting, sacrifices, purification rituals, and healing temples like Asclepia, where priests sought divine guidance through dreams (Finn, 2024). Some individuals were isolated as spiritually unclean to prevent contamination (Finn, 2024). Purging, vomiting using herbs such as hellebore, and bloodletting were used to expel harmful spirits (Scull, 2016). The cause of melancholia was seen as spiritual until Hippocrates challenged this.

Hippocrates (4th century BCE), known as the “father of medicine,” introduced a natural explanation (Royal Society of Medicine, 2023a). He argued that good health depended on the balance of the four humours: blood, phlegm, yellow bile, and black bile (RSM,2023b). Melancholia occurred when there was an excess of black bile, disrupting emotional stability. It was considered a chronic condition, with symptoms such as despondency, irritability, restlessness, and loss of interest (RSM, 2023c). Hippocrates recommended healthy eating, including fresh fruit, vegetables, and herbs such as thyme and garlic (RSM, 2023d). Bitter or sour foods were believed to counteract black bile. Warm baths were suggested to calm the mind and restore balance (RSM, 2023e).

Galen followed Hippocrates’ theory of the four humours but connected them to personality (Jackson, 1986). He described the melancholic temperament as thoughtful and serious, “cold and dry,” and more likely to experience sadness (Jackson, 1986). He recommended treatments such as bloodletting and purging (Jackson, 1986). Galen systematised and categorised the temperaments and recognised positive traits of melancholy (Jackson, 1986). Galen also said that avoiding foods such as dog, goat, oxen, foxes, and boar would prevent melancholia (Heffernan, N.D cited in RSM, 2023).

During the Middle Ages, melancholia was recognised through sadness, despondency, anxiety, violent outbursts, excessive laughter or weeping, and delusions (Bunning, 2023). It was interpreted either as an illness of the mind or as evidence of supernatural intervention (Bunning, 2023). While humoral theory remained influential, astrology became popular. Saturn was considered the melancholic planet, and Ficino’s De vita libri tres (1489) argued that Saturn’s influence could disturb the balance of black bile (cited in Bunning, 2023). Physicians sometimes consulted star charts (Bunning, 2023).

Diagnosis and treatment depended on social class. Wealthier individuals accessed medical practitioners who examined urine for signs of black bile and prescribed purging, bloodletting, and herbal medicines (Bunning, 2023). Hellebore induced vomiting and diarrhoea, while mixtures of hot wine, sage, olive oil, and mallow juice were believed to expel excess bile (Pormann, 2008). Poorer communities relied on the church. Priests diagnosed melancholia as divine intervention or demonic possession (Pormann, 2008). Some individuals, like Ida of Louvain, who withdrew into a private cell and reported visions, were treated with reverence and encouraged to join holy establishments but often went untreated medically (Bunning, 2023). Those believed to be possessed underwent exorcisms involving prayers, relics, and commands for demons to reveal their names (Pormann, 2008). If unsuccessful, coercive practices followed (Pormann, 2008). Some individual accounts even referred to melancholia as the “Devil’s bath,” reflecting its association with demonic torment (Pormann, 2008). Folk remedies included plunging sufferers into freezing rivers, though these practices were rare and ineffective (Pormann, 2008). Overall, responses ranged from medical purging and astrological readings to religious rituals and exorcisms, depending on social class and interpretation (REFERENCE).

The Renaissance (c.1400–1700) marked a turning point. It was the “rebirth” of classical ideas and the beginning of a more naturalistic and humanistic approach (HyPoint, 2022). Melancholy was still explained through humoral theory; however, it began to be viewed more positively. It became linked to creativity, intellectual depth, and genius (HyPoint, 2022). Dürer’s Melencolia I (1514) portrayed the melancholic temperament as contemplative and dignified (Wallace, 2023). Writers such as Shakespeare explored madness and melancholy as symbolic of human vulnerability (Wallace, 2023). Melancholia became a popular topic, especially among scholarly men, who were seen as sad but thoughtful, independent, and creative (Gowland, N.D).

Robert Burton’s The Anatomy of Melancholy (1621) described melancholy as a disease of the mind, body, and soul (Burton, 1621). He divided it into religious, love, and scholarly varieties, with symptoms such as sadness, fear, despair, obsessive thoughts, insomnia, and social withdrawal (Burton,1621). He acknowledged internal causes (black bile) and external ones, such as poor diet, lack of exercise, and unhealthy living conditions, and he also considered astrology (Burton, 1621). Treatments included bloodletting, cupping, and purging (Gowland, N.D). Burton recognised religion as both a source of melancholy and a potential cure (Burton, 1621). He also recommended fresh air, sleep, moderation, avoiding solitude, and using music, poetry, laughter, and companionship as therapeutic tools (Burton, 1621). Melancholy became popular during the Renaissance, especially among young scholarly males, known as “the English malady” (Cheyne, 1733 cited in Pormann, 2008). They were often depicted as pale, withdrawn, and deep in thought (Gowland, N.D). Melancholia was seen as evidence of intellect, seriousness, and notability. Burton noted that “idleness” was a major cause, linking the condition to moneyed leisure and the scholarly elite (Burton, 1621).

During the Enlightenment, madness, including melancholia, hysteria, and mania, was increasingly seen as a loss of reason (Powell, 2022). Melancholia was described as an upper-class illness linked to idleness, deep depression, refusal of food, and sometimes suicidal thoughts (Powell, 2022). Hysteria was considered a female disorder caused by changes in the womb, while mania was seen as violent irrationality (Powell,2022). People were labelled “lunatics” or “mad” and thought to have no control over themselves (Paterson, 2012). Families often decided whether someone was insane, leading to confinement in asylums (Paterson, 2012). Wealthier patients were advised to change diet, exercise, travel, or spend time in fresh air, while poorer patients were placed in public institutions where restraint, isolation, bloodletting, purging, and cold baths were common (Paterson, 2012).

Descartes reinforced the idea that reason defined human identity (Paterson, 2012). Madness, as the absence of reason, had to be excluded. This supported the growth of institutions separating the “mad” from society (Powell, 2022). Foucault later argued that the Enlightenment era silenced and confined those with mental illness, creating houses of confinement (Foucault, 1965). The period advanced scientific medicine but also treated madness as dangerous and irrational (Foucault,1965).

By the 19th century, conditions such as melancholia were described under broader terms like insanity or lunacy, with symptoms including hallucinations, delusions, extreme mood swings, sadness, fear, and social withdrawal (Charland, 2012). These experiences were interpreted as personal weakness or lack of self-control, reinforcing stigma (Charland, 2012). Institutions such as Bethlem Royal Hospital became notorious for neglect, shackling, and abuse (Charland, 2012). Treatment focused on restraint rather than recovery (Scull, 2016).

The York Retreat pioneered moral treatment, emphasising dignity, routine, spiritual reflection, and activities such as gardening and religious services (History Tools, 2024). Reformers such as Pinel and Tuke advocated kindness and respect, shifting attitudes toward therapeutic care (History Tools, 2024). However, overcrowding led to custodial management, neglect, and restraint (History Tools, 2024). Bloodletting continued despite limited evidence (History Tools, 2024). Doctors experimented with extreme interventions such as hydrotherapy, early electroconvulsive therapy, and lobotomy, which often caused severe side effects (History Tools, 2024). Phrenology also gained popularity but was later discredited (History Tools, 2024). Throughout the 19th century, melancholia continued to be viewed as a moral failing or character flaw, contributing to stigma and preventing many from seeking help (History Tools, 2024). 

In conclusion, throughout history, melancholia has been understood and evolved in many similar and different ways. In Ancient Greece, melancholia was believed to be due to ‘divine intervention/disturbance’. This led to Hippocrates and his influential belief in a natural explanation and the belief that melancholia is caused by black bile. Galen expanded on the work of Hippocrates but added to it, linking four humours to personality. The belief that melancholia was caused by black bile stayed popular throughout the Middle Ages. However, the era of the Middle Ages changed from a natural approach to a supernatural and religious one. While the Renaissance saw a complete shift towards creativity and melancholia being somewhat ‘accepted’ due to its connection to intellectual depth. Lastly, the Enlightenment era and the 19th Century saw the rise of asylums. Mad individuals were confined and hidden away. Asylums were overcrowded.
There have been so many differences in approaches throughout thousand not years. However, the symptoms of melancholia throughout the different eras are very similar. It also shows how the understanding of mental health evolved.
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