
The Frustrations of the English Hippocrates 

My name is Thomas Sydenham. I was a respected and 

well-known physician in the 1660’s and 1670’s. I believed 

that diseases varied from person to person and that they 

are caused by something other than God or the four 

humours. I encouraged my students to observe each 

patient individually, take note of their symptoms and treat 

appropriately.  

My theories were very modern for the time and I was not taken very seriously 

until well after my death. This was probably because people were afraid to go 

against God and their religion, and afraid to change their beliefs.  

In 1676 I wrote a book called Observationes Medicae. This explained my 

theories about disease, including my theory that diseases are like plants and 

animals – they can be organised into different groups. I tried to explain that 

doctors should spend as much time identifying different types of disease as 

botanists (plant specialists) spend identifying different types of plants. 

I also developed a number of new treatments for disease. One of these new 

treatments included abolishing the old ‘sweating’ method. Instead telling 

people to have airy bedrooms, light blankets, and cold drinks.  

A treatment I found for malaria (using cinchona bark from Peru) is still used 

today! 

My work was particularly important in changing the way we diagnose and treat 

diseases, moving away from the old method of treating each of the symptoms 

separately, to seeing all of them as side effects of the same disease. For 

example, if a person had a cough, runny nose, headache, and temperature, I 

would treat the person for a cold whereas others may treat each of those 4 

symptoms individually. I knew that all 4 symptoms were being caused by one 

disease.  

My work helped move medicine ideas forwards, an away from the ideas of 

Galen and Hippocrates, but not until after my death! 

  


