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Melancholia is one of the oldest documentary’s psychological conditions. The term  ‘melancholia’ has been used for centuries to describe a specific illness known as deep sadness or depression. However, the cause of this disorder and the treatment available have changed a lot over time. Even tho, the term has been largely been replaced by concepts such as major depressive disorder (MDD). In the past, melancholia was seen as something caused by the body’s fluids or by spiritual problems. Today, it is seen as a mental health condition and is able to be treated with medication, therapy and the individual taking care of themselves. This essay will look at how our understanding of melancholia has developed over time. 
The idea of melancholia goes all the way back to Ancient Greece. In the Ancient Greek society, it was not understood as a mental illness which it is seen as in today’s society. The medical explanation of melancholia in Ancient Greek came from the Humoral theory. Hippocrates believed that that melancholia was a result of an excess of black bile, one of the four bodily humours (blood, phlegm, yellow bile and black bile). Hippocrates believed that black bile appearing in the body, particularly in the brain can produce feelings of persistent sadness, fear, anxiety or withdrawal from others. They viewed it as a natural and treatable condition, as if was caused by a bodily imbalance.The treatments for this were focused on restoring balance in the body, changing diet, resting and getting plenty of sleep. Improving positive habits was key, a better diet, exercise, blood- letting or purging remedies like hellebore. The philosopher Aristotle also wrote about Melancholia. He thought that people with this condition could be very creative or intelligent. This early idea connected sadness with artistic and intellectual talent. This link would appear again later in history.
During the Middle Ages, religious beliefs strongly influenced how people understood the illness. The changes towards melancholia changed significantly compared to bride in Ancient Greek. While some of the medical ideas were kept the same, medieval understandings were heavily shaped by Christian theology, religion morality and limited medical knowledge at the time. As a result, Melancholia was often seen as a spiritual problem rather than a physical or mental one. People thought it might be caused by sin, guilt, or even possession by demons. Treatments for this, often involved prayer, fasting, confession, spiritual counselling, and exorcism in extreme cases rather than the use of medication to heal the individual.
During the Renaissance (15th – 17th century), attitudes towards melancholia became more complex and less religious than in the Middle Ages. During this time period, physicians continued to rely on the ancient belief that melancholia is a result of excessive amounts of black bile in the body. Renaissance scholars expanded this idea, that there are different ‘types’ of melancholia depending on where the black bile was accumulated. Scholars such as Marsillo Ficino also linked individuals who have melancholia to have intellectual depth -and creative genius, this supported Aristotle’s claim that many great thinkers were melancholic. Artists, poets, philosophers, and scholars were often though to possess a melancholic trait that enabled deep thinking and artistic insights for the individual (Aristotle, trans.1927) This led to the idea of having melancholia not being such a negative thing and meant that the person was seen as thoughtful, artistically, and intellectually gifted.It became very popular topic in literature and art. Robert Burton published a book called ‘’ The Autonomy of Melancholy’’ in 1621. In which he explained the medical, philosophical and emotional explanations of illness. He discussed the topics of diet and lifestyle to love and imagination as the potential causes of the melancholia. The Treatments for this disorder did not change much over the years, they included traditional Humoral practises such as blood letting, purging and herbal remedies, along side improving the individual factors such as improved diet, moderate exercise, fresh air, sleep. This reflected a more humane and practical approach, focusing on restoring balance rather than punishing the individual. Some physicians also encouraged individuals to seek companionship, and part take in activities. During this period, melancholia was seen as a sign or deep creativity rather than simply an illness.
In the 18th and 19th century, science and medicine developed rapidly. The attitudes the society had towards melancholia during this period, underwent significant change. People started to view mental illness as something that could be studied and treated. Doctors like Philippe Pinel introduced ‘moral treatment’. This approach encourages kindness towards the individuals who struggled with melancholia and encouraged specialists to speak to them to try and solve their mental illness. Melancholia gradually evolved from a philosphical condition into a clinically defined mental condition, now laying the foundation for modern concept of depression. These changes helped reduce the stigma in society towards the mental health condition. The transformation was crucial in shaping modern psychiatry.As psychiatry began to grow, melancholia became a term used to describe magpie depression. By the late 19th century, German psychiatrist Emil Kraepelin believed melancholia was not a separate illness but part of a larger condition, he called manic- depressive illness, which we now know as bipolar disorder or major depression). He also thought that some forms of melancholia appeared in later in life which he called involutional melancholia, however this idea is no longer used today.
The 20th century brought a new concept of melancholia, during the time it underwent a significant change. The term ‘melancholia’ gradually fell out of common medical use and started to get replaced by the term ‘depression’. It started to be recognised as a clinical mental disorder. In 1917, Sigmund Freud wrote ‘’Mourning and Melancholia’’, in which described melancholia as an unhealthy or complicated response to loss, where the individual cannot comprehend or accept what has been lost. In summary, the book argues that while mourning eventually stops, melancholia persists because the loss is internalised, causing the individual to attack themselves rather than letting go. He believes that people who suffer with melancholia turned their feelings of anger and sadness into guilt and low self-esteem.
By the mid 20th century, attitudes towards melancholia became medicalised with the growth of biological psychiatry. Advances in neuroscience, lead to developments of treatments such as electroconvulsive therapy (ECT) in the 1930s and antidepressant medications in the 1950s. These treatments reinforced the idea that melancholia- now more known as a depression. Attitudes changed towards the mental condition, it became known as a treatable mental illness rather than a shameful condition. Mental health began to be discussed more openly. Treatment was focused more on the patient discussing their emotions rather than long term institutional care.


In modern psychiatry, melancholia is usually described as a type of major depressive disorder that includes low mood and lack of pleasure in their life’s. Doctors and psychologists now use a biopsychosocial model to help the patients, this means they look at the biological, physiological, and social causes of the disorder. Evidence suggests that melancholic depression may be supported or cured by antidepressant medication and electroconvulsive therapy also known as ECT, which is used in serve cases of the mental illness (Parker et al., 2010). The changing concept of melancholia, shows us the broad shift in attitude towards the mental illness
Attitudes towards melancholia have changed significantly over a long period of time, reflecting the changes in medicine, culture and society. Melancholia was once understood as s imbalance of bodily humours or a spiritual issue. It was often met with fear, stigma or judgement towards the mental illness. Over time, particulary in the 18th and 19th century onwards, it became a increasingly medicalised and also became recognised as a mental illness. In the 20th century, melancholia became known as modern concepts of depressive disorders. Today, melancholia is known commonly know as severe depression. This evolution of melancholia demonstrates that that our understanding of mental illness is not static, it highlights the ongoing need for research and awareness in mental illness care. The change reflected the societal progress towards understanding mental health as a crucial aspect of overall well-being. Modern attitudes towards melancholia recognise that it is a serious mental illness that is deserving of empathy and appropriate treatment necessary to help the individual affected. 
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