Discuss the treatment and understanding of melancholia/depression and how these have changed over the ages.

There is no particular part of history where the discovery of depression can be credited to someone, but through the ages, melancholia – or depression as it is now referred to has been the subject of great discussion and research to try and figure out what this debilitating affliction is. It has been seen as a spiritual illness, a punishment from the gods, to a physical disease of the mind. Even now, the cause of depression remains a mystery to many, and the search for definitive and effective treatments continues. This essay will discuss how the understanding of depression has changed over the ages, and the treatments used, from the ancient Babylonians to the up-to-date medications and talk therapy we use today.

Depression, as it is known today, would not have been understood in the context of a complete diagnosis when looking back through time. Initially, it was viewed as a set of symptoms or an affliction with no name, with writings from the Babylonian empire as far back as almost 2000 B.C.E. recognising these symptoms. What would now be classified as mental illness, back then, anyone displaying odd or erratic behaviour would be suspected of being possessed by demons and would have been ‘treated’ by priests or similar. Translated ancient texts from that time write objectively about a man who had suffered many misfortunes. Losses, ranging from people to crops and livestock, the text speaks of him shaking with fear in his room. Suffering from losing his appetite, his limbs becoming weak, and lack of sleep. Believing these misfortunes were caused by angering the gods, this text also offers treatments for the man, describing a ritual using pottery figurines and feeding the man dates and meat with fat from a sacrificed sheep whilst also chanting an incantation (Reynolds & Wilson, 2013).

It was not until around a thousand years later that early Greek text gave a name to this collection of symptoms, and whilst it was not unusual at this time for strange behaviours or diseases to have been caused by the supernatural, Hippocrates (460-370 BCE) who is thought of as the father of modern medicine, rejected this idea. Instead, believing that the body itself caused physical and mental afflictions (Jackson, 1990). The word ‘melancholia’ was derived from the Greek words ‘µέλαινα χολή’ or ‘melano khole’, meaning ‘black bile’ (Fraser, 2017). Black bile was one part of the ancient Greeks' medical idea of the four humours. The four humours are described as four substances found in the body. These are black bile, yellow bile, blood, and phlegm. The four humours were also connected to the four seasons of the year. The idea was that the four humours must be balanced for a person to be in good health, and if someone was unwell in any way, it must be caused by an imbalance of the humours (Gowland, 2017). 

Melancholia was said to be caused by an abundance of black bile in the spleen. Hippocrates recommended bathing, dieting, exercising, and bloodletting to alleviate these symptoms (Tyson et al., 2020). Later, Aristotle (384-223 BCE) followed on from the Hippocratic theory, and whilst he accepted the idea of the four humours, he added to it by refining the existing ideas of mental health. He believed that when it came to black bile in particular, the temperature and the amount of black bile could determine which particular mental illness one was suffering from. If the black bile was hot, then it caused manic states, but if it was cold, that would cause the person to be withdrawn and fearful therefore defining two types of depression; natural and pathological (Tyson et al., 2020). Aristotle also spoke of the association of depression with genius and imagination, meaning those with higher intellect and intelligence were more likely to be afflicted with melancholia (Bourin, 2020) 

The theory of the four humours would become standard practice for the next two thousand years, with others developing the idea further. Galen (129-216 AD) was a Greek physician and philosopher in the time of the roman empire and is thought of as one of the most influential medical researchers in history (Scull, 2020). Galen was influenced by humourism but also worked on the physical body, later becoming a prolific surgeon. Galen believed there should be no differentiation between the body and the mind, going against the argument that the mind was spiritual, so any mental affliction should have been seen as a matter of the soul. In Galen’s work On the diagnosis and cure of the soul’s passion, he spoke of treating people with psychological issues. This is seen as one of the earliest attempts at what would today be known as psychotherapy (Scull, 2020).

For the next few hundred years, the west’s understanding of mental and physical illness was dominated by the medical teachings of Hippocrates and Galen. In the fifth century, the roman empire collapsed, and this allowed for the rise of Christianity and scientific reasoning regressed once again to the belief that afflictions of the mind were caused by being possessed, being witches or demons and that a person exhibiting signs of this could pass it on to others. It was not uncommon to see women burned at the stake or drowned and exorcisms taking place as a supposed treatment for the most common afflictions, which would now be attributed to mental illness and depression (Skull, 2020). 

This continued for around the next thousand years until the start of the renaissance in the 1400s. Whilst witch hunts and exorcisms were still commonplace, some doctors were gaining momentum pushing forth the idea that, as Hippocrates had stated, mental illness and melancholia were naturally occurring afflictions and not the work of the devil. It was also surmised that so-called witches were actually suffering from mental illness rather than being condemned; they should instead be treated humanely and medically (Schimelpfening, 2022). In 1621, the book Anatomy of Melancholy was published by Robert Burton. It was to be one of the most-read books of the seventeenth century and was more popular than Shakespeare’s work at the time, and is still considered to be influential in the subject of depression (Macfarlane, 2018). 

Burton suffered from melancholia and wrote in great detail about this and philosophised from both a medical and spiritual perspective. Having had symptoms of depression most of his life, he wrote about it, hoping to alleviate his suffering by staying occupied. Anatomy of Melancholy is a comprehensive book of almost a thousand pages. Burton covers different types of melancholia and the different symptoms one might suffer and provides a list of possible ways to treat them. He stated that exercise, particularly gymnastics and walking kept the body in check, but also that exercise of the mind was crucial. He claimed that chess was an excellent way to counteract the symptoms of melancholy, but only if the person did not become competitive, as this could increase anxiety. Burton also recommended music, herbal remedies and even marriage as forms of treatment (Burton, 2016). Such was his passion for the subject; he did not stop at just the first edition; he obsessively continued to revise the information and published another five editions in his lifetime (Macfarlane, 2018).
During the age of enlightenment in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the humoral theory was now being challenged by physicians and doctors, with many agreeing on a universal list of symptoms, and melancholia started to be seen as an inherited weakness in a person's temperament that would always afflict them. People like this were looked down upon, and those who suffered the worse were destined to become destitute and abandoned by society. Some with the worst afflictions would even end up in asylums, where they were kept in the most abhorrent conditions (Scull et al., 2016). The systematic stigmatisation and discrimination of the mentally ill remain an issue within society, and whilst it may not seem that bad now, it must be mentioned that only eighty years ago, the mentally ill were being sterilised and murdered in their hundreds of thousand by the Nazi regime (Rössler, 2016).

In the late nineteenth century, there was a definitive shift where melancholia became depression. It was accepted that spirits or demons were not punishing people suffering from depression and that compassionate treatment was the way forward. Psychiatry started making huge leaps in the diagnosing of mental disorders, increasing the different types and naming mood disorders (Scull, 2020). Emil Kraepelin was a German psychiatrist who spent much of his life observing the many inhabitants of the German asylums. He held the belief that genetic and biological issues caused mental disorders.  He is credited with creating the hypothesis that groups of symptoms in certain combinations indicate particular disorders, and his classification systems influenced the modern DSM-V and the ICD-10 (Shorter, 1997).

With psychological theories on the rise, Sigmund Freud’s psychodynamic theory became one of the most famous. He stated that a person’s feelings are determined by their unconscious mind. Freud believed that people had a tripartite, or three-part, personality. He called these the Id, Ego, and Superego. The Id is considered the primitive part; the Ego is the part we want the world to see, the realist in all of us, and the superego is the moralistic part of the unconscious (Lear, 2015). Freud theorised that depression was caused by aggression directed internally and that loss in early childhood led to an increased chance of depression in adulthood which we now know to be true. He believed that this loss led to maladaptive behaviours. To counteract this, he developed one of the first types of ‘talk therapy’, which he created after other modes of intervention did not work with some of his patients. This had a significant impact on the modern-day treatment of depression and other forms of mental illness (Shorter, 1997).

Moving into the twentieth century, treatments of the time for more severe types of depression were not found to be very helpful. Invasive forms of treatment like lobotomies and electroconvulsive therapy (ECT) were introduced. Lobotomies were a type of surgery that destroyed the prefrontal lobe of the brain, which was thought to create a calming effect on a person. Over time, and with more research, the severe side effects like a personality change, the inability to make decisions and, in some cases – death meant that lobotomies were quickly phased out as a standard form of treatment. ECT was and still is used in some cases of severe depression, particularly when nothing else has worked effectively. It involves passing an electrical current through the brain, which changes the brain's chemicals associated with mood (Scull, 2020).

The 1950s were a significant period in the treatment of depression. Until then, psychotherapy was the preferred treatment, but drug therapy was now being developed and used. By chance, TB medication was found to alleviate symptoms of depression in some cases, which led to the further production of medication designed explicitly as a form of treatment. The initial drugs to appear were tricyclic antidepressants, and whilst they provided some relief for people, they often came with horrible side effects. Later came serotonin reuptake inhibitors like Prozac and sertraline (still in use today), which targeted serotonin levels and had very few side effects as compared to the former type (Scull, 2020). 

Depression is a condition that can hit anyone, at any time, for many reasons, and people who suffer from depression of any kind should be treated with kindness and respect. In the past, people with melancholia were thought to have angered the gods or spirits, but now the treatment offered would be a mix of medication, talk therapy and often exercise is recommended as well. Society has come a long way from the dark ages when the depressed and infirm were locked away and forgotten. Depression now is not stigmatised as it once was, and hopefully, it will continue to be better understood, and maybe one day, a simple cure can be found. 




















