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ANGLO.SAXON MEDICINE 
A. J. Bliss M.A. (Oxon), B.Litt. 

Among the Anglo-Saxons then: were 
t\\'O distinct schools of medicin<:, The first 
\nlS hasnl till th<: tmclitional paL;all lore 
(rf the Germanic trihes, brought o\'er by 
the innulers from the Continent; it rdic(! 
lar,~'dy 011 sympatlH:tic magic, and its rc­
nH:di-es wcre accompanied h." incantations 
and elaborate rituals, The second is de­
riscll from Latin translations of thl' l'arl:; 
(;red:. ph~'sidans, and although its j)rac­
tiel' seems primiti\'e l'nough from the 
modern stallllpoint, it is'scientific in so 
far as the ailments treated an: recognized 
as physical ill origin, and thl' n:medies 
pn:scribed make USl: of the physical pro­
perties or the ,;uhstances used. 

The traditional pagan mellic:lle is kno\\'n 
to us partly frnm a numher of earl;: 
CharlJls, mustly in \'(~rse, and partly from a 
colh:ctiol1 of recipes kno\\1l as the 1 Alell U 1/­

,I<'!l (prescriptions), \yhich, though it is a latc 
compil'ation, set:ms to presenT a good deal 
of carlYdllaterial. The Anglo-Saxolls, of 
course, \\'(:re nominally Christian from an 
early date, but there is ample l·\,:dt:llce 
that a hody of pagan superstitioll long Sllr­
\,in,d under a \'en(:er (}f ChristianitY;,some 
of the snr\'i"i11.12,' charms arc still ]lllrely 
pagan in form, hut others ha\,<: hl'Cll par­
tially or cOlllpletdy christianized, and in­
H)ke the aid of Christ or thc Saints inste'.1(1 
of that of the Germanic cli\'initiec;, 

A charackristic charm is oue \\'hich is 
desig-ned to cure a pain in the side, per­
haps \\'hat \Ye nOlI' call a 'stitch', Tht: oint­
ment prescrihed is C0111])()ullCle(1 of f"H:r­
few, red nettle amI dock h.-ayes hoik·d in 
hutter; hut the aj)plication of the remedy 
is to he acc0l1lvanied by a long- incantation 
ill n:'rse and a somewhat obscurt: ritual 
inn)lyin,Q,' the use of an arrO\\', a knife, a11(1 
a numher of spears, The pain is attributed 

the site of the pain should he: exact!, 
namt:d: so it is attributed in turn to ~odc;, 
el\'es and witches, and loc"ated ill tllr11 in 
the skin, the flesh ancl the hlo()(l. Finally 
(he pain is banish('d to the mountain-to])s, 

The n('o-Grcek school of medicinc IS 

knO\\,11 to us fro111 a numher of sources, 
all from the late tenth or early de\'ellth 
centnr:es, There are t\\O systematic medi­
cal treatises, the IA'lyh-book and a \York 
kno\\,11 as Pcri !hdll,HOII, in \\,hich thl' 
yarious disease:; are treated according to 
lhe part of the hody they affect, T\\'o fur­
tlwr treatises deal \\'ith the lIw/cri'l medica,,: 
the Herbarium .JjJ1J/cii, attrihut<::cl to Lu­
c:us Apuleius (hetter knO\\'11 as the author 
()f 'Fhe (;old(,1I /)sS) , hut in facthased on a 
Latin translation of Dioscorides, deals \\ith 
\'egetable remedies; the ,11 cciicill({ dc Quad. 
ruj)cdiiJus deals \\'ith animal rellledi('s, 

Fc\\' of the herhs mentioned in the re­
cipes can now he identitie(1 \\,ith certainty, 
The English names ha\'e mostly passed out 
of nse, and althou.I2,'h Latin names are 
n"tc,n givell a,; ,,'dl, the nomenclature of 
hotany' has changed c;() much sinc..: the 
Dark Ages that they ape of little use, X ot 
only' the remedies but the diseases the111-
scl,,\~s are oft ell hard to identifh, 'Vhat is 
meant, for instancc, by 'dry-rot disease'? 
Perhaps tuberculosis, hut th('re are many 
other JlossihiJitie,;, Equally ohscure arc 
,;uch C()l11plaints as 'neck cliscase' (.perhap~ 
goitre) and 'disease in the jowl', Becanse 
1>oth the diseases thmselves and the consti­
tnen ts of the remedies are douhtful, it is 
impossible to determine \\'hC'ther there is 
any 'empirical basis for the jJrescriptions, 

An astonishing feature nf the prescrip­
tions, t)()tll yegctahle and animal, is the: 
\\'iele serviceahility of a single ingredient. 
A herb called /Zostriago, for instancc, \\i11 

to the activity of witch('s, and the weapons cme any kind of unpleasant growth, out-
ar'e used for the counter-attack, It is e\,1-
<1ently essential that hoth the source and 

1>reak or s\\'e!ling on any part of a man',; 
hody, Still more surprising are the uses to 

(continued 011 jJllgC 25) 
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The British Medical Association. 
At innumerable .gathcrings of final'-y~ar students and the newly qualified the 

advice is given to do two things on qualification: (1) to join the British l\Iedical 
Association, and (2) to join a defence society. 

The British Medical Association, with which th", Canadian ;\fedical Associa­
ti~!l is affiliated and tht! .1Iedical Association of South Africa is shortly to he 
affiliated, has a membership of over 52,500. :VIedical practitioners are -elected to 
membership by the Council of the Branch in the area ill which they reside, or, 
if not resident within the area of a Branch (e.g., setTing with H.l\L Forces). 
by the Council of the Association. The ordinary subscription for members resi­
dent in Great Britain and ~nrthern Ireland is ;; .0;11S •• hut there are remissions of 
part of the subscription in certain cases and newly qualified practitioners ad­
mitted to membership \\"ithin the: first two y'ears of their registration pay only 
1 ~ f"YJ1S. until the end of their fourth year. For memhers not resident in Great 
Britain ancl ~orthern Ireland the ,.;uhscr:ption is ordinarily r~ g-n,;., and for 
medical officers serying \\"i th the Forces (apart from the ahoyc concessioll to 
newly qualified practitioJ1{~rs) the sUhscription is 2 gas. Forms of application are 
ohtainable from the Hon. Secrdary of the: Di vision or Branch or from the Sec­
retary, B.M.A. House, T:n'istock Square, vV.c.J. 

The privileges of a member include participation in all the: actiyities of the 
A~l'iociation, local and central, the receipt weekly of the: British .1.fcdical jOllrlllli 

and its Supplcmfllt. participation in the government of the Association and in 
the formulation of its policy. the use of the houses of the Association. \yith. at 
the London house. library and common room, and the advice and help of the 
..::entral staff in professional matters. 

.. •• _-wo." 

ANSWEI<S TO QUIZ. 
1. A hospital official who looks after the social ,,'ell-being of patients. 
2. Truth . 
."). \IV. Somerset l\Iaugham, who hC<~'all his career as a physician celebrated 

his 80th. birthday on January 25th. 
4. Round the waist, on the shin, 011 the head. Oil the breast, on the arm . 
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ANGLO-SAXON MEDICINE 

(conlillued from p,age 4) 

which the hody of a fox can ])l' put. An 
ointment made from a fox's fat will ClIre 

hoth headache and earache; hroth from a 
fox's lung or liver cures pain~ in the 
spleen j an emulsion compound'ed from a 
fox's muscles cures sore jaws; the gall­
hladder cures dimness of the eyes; and th{: 
"'hole carcase stewed cures rheumatism. 

It may seem that the Anglo-Saxons 
\\(:re exceptionaHy superstitious and cre­
d:llousj but it is ,yell to remember that 
remedies no l{:ss curious than theirs wer·e 
still current as recently as the seyenteenth. 

century. J oh 11 Auhrey quotes a method of 
curing the thrush: 'Take a living frog, 
and hold it in a cloth, that it does not go 
down in to the: child's mouth; and put the 
head into the child's mouth 'till it is dead; 

. and then take another frog and do the 
same.' Or again, a cure for the tooth-. 
ache: 'Take a ne\\' nail, and make the 
gum hleed with it, a.nd then drive it into 
an oak. This did cure William Neal's son, 
a very stout gentleman, when he was al-
most mad with the pain, and had a mind 
to hav", pis.tolled himself.' 


