Discuss how our understanding of melancholia and approaches to treatment have changed over the centuries.


The term ‘Melancholia’, also known as ‘Major depressive disorder ’, originated from a 
Greek physician Hippocrates “The father of medicine” believed that emotional and 
physical states were caused by an imbalance of the four humours: black bile, yellow 
bile, phlegm and blood. Melancholia is an excess of black bile leading to symptoms 
such as sadness, fear and loss of hope. This essay will continue to elaborate on this 
topic and, discuss the different approaches of treatment and understanding of 
Melancholia throughout time and in contemporary times. This essay will demonstrate a 
timeline of the contributions made to the field of understanding mental illness and 
 specifically, melancholia.

During the 4-5th century BCE “The father of medicine” claimed this excess of black bile 
is the result of poor diets and not enough vitamin D; causing an imbalance of the four 
humors which, in turn, cause physical and emotional states. To maintain health, restore 
the balance by introducing warm and moist foods to balance out the cold and dry 
characteristics of autumn that, reveals the essence of humanity (Friedman, 2023). 
Hippocrates idea of balancing the humors contributed to laying the foundations for 
modern medicine. Although his theory was incorrect, the idea that restoring balance 
within the body, could maintain health, is still seen to be of use in modern times, with 
dietary recommendations being the highlight of healthy living guidelines (NHS, 2024). 
However, other treatments involved bloodletting, where a sharp scalpel was used to 
make an incision in a vein to drain blood from the body, under the assumption that this 
would balance out bodily fluids, however, concerns could be raised regarding ethical 
issues surrounding that method of treatment.

 Advancements were made when Galen (129-216 CE) used Hippocrates theory as a 
framework for expansion. Like Hippocrates the Greek philosopher understood 
Melancholia as an excess of black bile which was cold, dry and cooling of the body and 
soul. However, unlike Hippocrates, he believed that it affected the “hegemonikon” 
which he said to be the ruling part of the mind that is located in the brain. There was 
also acknowledgment for the connection between mental illness and the brain, for 
example, symptoms of mental illness were categorised into three groups, class A,B and 
C; Melancholia was seen as a chronic disorder which fell into category C, that was 
identified as the most complex type, considered to have a significant effect on an 
individual’s rational functioning, leading to distortion (Ahonen, 2019). Not only was 
black bile to have caused effects psychologically, but it was also seen to have caused 
effects physically on organs such as the upper digestive tract, which could have led to 
psychological problems. Treatments that were recommended by Galen were aligned 
with restoring balance; this involved changing diet to foods that counteract with black 
bile, these may be: berries and/or root vegetables. Other treatments included herbal 
remedies to cleanse the body (Juanna, 2012). This theory has much relevance due to 
the acknowledgment of there being an imbalance in the brain; although the imbalance 
was not as suggested, more recent studies show that individuals who live with a major 
depressive disorder, have a chemical imbalance in the brain which could indicate that 
this theory may not be accurate but, is in fact relevant for the understanding of mental 
illness e.g. Melancholia.

Moving on from the humoral stage in ancient Greek times, many other theories 
developed. Acedia (4-5 CE) became one of the most recognised ways of viewing 
Melancholia as a spiritual form; explained as not only an emotional state but a spiritual 
problem due to disconnection from God and a loss of purpose. Symptoms included 
were sadness, loss of hope, lack of energy and very little, or no motivation for daily tasks 
such as praying. This was especially problematic for monks, due to their commitment to 
prayer. Those who did not pray were said to have committed a sin, leading to a sense of 
futility (López González, 2022). Christian monk Evagrius Ponticus (345-399 CE) wrote 
about eight evil thoughts, he expressed that, one of those e.g. Sadness, a term that was 
later changed by Thomas Aquinas to ‘Sloth,’ could stand in the way of ones spiritual 
practise and therefore lead to ‘death of the soul’ however, although there are criticisms 
towards this theory for being influenced by Origen and his primary focus on the 
relationship with god and the soul, his work remains substantial, influencing Christian 
thoughts throughout time (Schmidt, 2007). Whilst researching into treatments from this 
perspective, it appears that bringing peace to the soul was the primary option; people 
would do this by committing to prayer and confessing or seeking help from a spiritual 
director that was perceived as someone who could guide the individual back to spiritual 
peace. However, if a problem was seen to have been of demonic causes, treatment 
involved exorcism performed by a priest.

 As time advanced, so did the understanding of Melancholia, suggestions were made 
relating to the anatomy of melancholy during the 15th to 17th century.  Acknowledging 
intellectual, spiritual, social and emotional aspects such as, feelings of jealousy, anger 
and lust. Robert Burton (1961) had symptoms of Melancholy, which influenced his 
work; his view of the illness was multidimensional however, although he drew heavily on 
the humoral idea, he also expressed how intellectual factors should be considered. He 
emphasised how over studying could have a great impact on ones mental state, when 
one is excessively contemplating or obsessive thinking it could lead to mental strain 
and, in turn causing symptoms of Melancholia, this would be considered under the 
psychological aspect. Environmental and social influences are also seen to have an 
impact on mental illness, Burton said that social isolation and a lack of love contributes 
greatly, as the individual may have feelings of loss of purpose and despair. Burton 
treated this illness in different ways but, each way was suited to the cause for example, 
he claimed treatment for intellectual strain could be laughter, he believed that laughter 
could lighten the mind. For treatments relating to social and emotional causes he 
identified that companionship and social interaction could eliminate feelings of 
loneliness and despair. Although, he also recommended managing emotions to 
maintain mental balance (Lund, 2010).

Many theories have been considered and, been posed as a solid framework due to the 
progression that had been made across time and, that have led to better understanding 
in current times, the 21st century. In modern psychology, Melancholia is now understood 
as MDD (Major Depressive disorder) with biological, environmental, social, and 
emotional considerations. When looking at the biological aspect of Depression, it is 
seen as a chemical imbalance in the brain, which aligns well with Galen’ s theory, the 
principle of an imbalance in the brain stands the same. Other factors such as trauma, 
lack of support and societal pressures contribute to the cause or symptoms of 
Melancholia; individuals that live with this illness tend to ruminate, and to think 
negatively about themselves and others (NHS, 2023). When treating this imbalance, 
SSRI’S (Selective serotonin reuptake inhibitor) are frequently used alongside therapy, 
often CBT (Cognitive behavioural therapy) in order to help the individual understand 
what is wrong, change thinking patterns and set goals to achieve; that could potentially 
help to reduce symptoms. In terms of guiding an individual to discover the reason for 
negativity in their life, recommendations such as stone therapy may be used. However, 
not all people attend therapy or take medication, some prefer to self-help; there are 
many ways of doing this, such as accessing apps that help practice mindfulness, herbal 
remedies and meditation; whereas others may engage in activities that involve 
improving physical health, improve diet and self-grounding by perhaps focusing on an 
object that may help with distracting an individual from negative thought patterns (NHS, 2022).

To conclude this essay, it is apparent that, throughout time there have been some major 
influences contributing the progression of understanding Melancholia; All theories 
express relevant points that are still used in contemporary times, for example, as 
mentioned above Galen’s theory was a framework for exploring further into the idea that 
there is an imbalance, as was Hippocrates theory regarding the four humors. Robert 
Burton posed as a major influence due to his writings on the anatomy of Melancholia 
and, how he focused on other aspects other than restoring balance; considerations for 
intellectual, biological, emotional, social and psychological aspects opened an 
opportunity for greater understanding. It could be said that every theory is relevant in its 
own way but, as society evolves and technology becomes more advanced, these 
theories develop and progress; all theories are the reason that mental illness was and is 
understood, however, it will continue to develop and, different views and 
understandings will develop as time moves on. Understanding comes from what is 
known at a time where there is room for progression, with influence of all areas 
contributing to advancements in knowledge and understanding of Melancholia.
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