
Hippocrates 

Biography / Overview 

Hippocrates of Kos (c. 460 BCE – c. 370 BCE) was a Greek physician who is often regarded as 
the "Father of Medicine" due to his contributions to the systematic study of clinical medicine. 
Born on the island of Kos, Greece, he came from a family with medical roots, as both his father 
and grandfather were physicians. Hippocrates himself was trained in the art of medicine and, by 
all accounts, became a renowned practitioner, traveling widely in the Greek world to treat the 
sick. 

Philosophy and Practice: Hippocrates revolutionized medicine by emphasizing natural causes for 
diseases rather than supernatural explanations. He introduced the concept of diagnosis and 
prognosis and advocated for the ethical practice of medicine. He is often credited with separating 
the practice of medicine from religious and magical practices, laying the groundwork for 
scientific medicine. Despite its systematic organization, Hippocrates’s flawed theory of the four 
humors would dominate European medicine until the mid-nineteenth century and the advent of 
modern germ theory. 

Legacy: His teachings influenced not only ancient medicine but also shaped Western medical 
ethics and practice. The Hippocratic Oath, which was attributed to him, remains a symbolic 
guide for ethical medical conduct. Despite his emphasis on clinical record-keeping and surgery, 
both practices would wane after his death. Hippocratic methods were revived in the Medieval 
Islamic and European Renaissance periods, respectively. 

Bibliography / Primary Sources 

Major Works and Key Manuscripts 

The Hippocratic Corpus: A collection of around 70 medical texts associated with Hippocrates 
and his school. These writings cover a range of topics, including diagnosis, prognosis, ethics, and 
treatments. 

On Airs, Waters, and Places: A work that outlines how environmental factors such as climate, 
water, and geography affect health. 

The Oath: The famous ethical code for physicians, which has been adapted and reinterpreted 
over centuries. 



Prognostic: A text where Hippocrates discusses the significance of observing a patient’s 
symptoms to predict the course of an illness. 

Key Manuscript and Digital Resources 

The Hippocratic Corpus is available in many digital archives and translations, such as the 
Perseus Digital Library and Internet Archive. 

Birth Date / Death Date 

Estimated Life Span: Hippocrates is traditionally believed to have lived from c. 460 BCE to c. 
370 BCE. 

Place of Birth: He was born on the island of Kos, in Greece, which was a significant center for 
medical knowledge during the ancient period. 

Death: The exact cause of his death is unknown, though he is thought to have lived a relatively 
long life for the time (around 90 years). 

Notable / Best Known For 

Father of Medicine: Hippocrates is considered the foundational figure in Western medicine for 
his pioneering work in separating medicine from religion and superstition while focusing on the 
natural causes of illness. 

Hippocratic Oath: He is most famously known for this ethical code, which is still relevant today 
in medical practice. 

Clinical Observation and Diagnosis: Hippocrates emphasized the importance of observing the 
symptoms of disease in order to understand it better and predict its course. He pioneered medical 
ethics, the importance of bedside manners, and patient confidentiality. 

Humoral Theory: Although this theory was later refined and sometimes discredited, Hippocrates 
contributed significantly to the understanding of health through the balance of the body's four 
humors—blood, phlegm, yellow bile, and black bile. This idea influenced medicine for over a 
millennium. 

Famous Quotes 

“Let food be thy medicine and medicine be thy food.” 

“Cure sometimes, treat often, comfort always.” 



“Walking is a man’s best medicine.” 

“Wherever the art of medicine is loved, there is also a love of humanity.” 

Major Works / Textual Contents 

The Hippocratic Corpus includes various works attributed to Hippocrates or his followers: 

On Epidemics: A series of case studies that describe patterns of illness and disease outbreaks. 

On the Sacred Disease: A text where Hippocrates argues against the idea that epilepsy is a divine 
punishment and instead explores natural causes. 

Airs, Waters, and Places: Discusses how environmental factors influence health, proposing that 
diseases arise from the imbalance between humans and their environment. 

Influence / Intellectual Context 

Shift from Divine to Natural Causes: Hippocrates was instrumental in shifting medical thought 
from supernatural explanations (e.g., divine punishment) to natural causes of illness. This laid 
the foundation for modern scientific medicine. 

Humoral Theory: Hippocrates believed that health depended on the balance of the four humors, 
an idea that persisted well into the Middle Ages. 

Medical Ethics: The Hippocratic Oath laid the groundwork for medical professionalism, focusing 
on patient care, confidentiality, and the responsibility of the physician to "do no harm." 

Impact on Western Medicine: Hippocrates’ methods of observation, diagnosis, and patient care 
were foundational to the development of medicine as a science, influencing later physicians such 
as Galen and Avicenna. 

Legacy and Modern Significance 

Modern Medical Ethics: The Hippocratic Oath, even in its modernized forms, continues to be 
taken by physicians worldwide as a symbol of ethical conduct. 

Clinical Practice: Hippocrates’ methods of clinical observation, diagnosis, and prognosis are still 
relevant in modern medical practice. 

Influence on Subsequent Medical Thought: His work heavily influenced later physicians such as 
Galen, Avicenna, and René Descartes, who built upon his ideas. 



Hippocrates’ Influence on Public Health: His work on the importance of environment and 
lifestyle in health resonates in modern public health discourse, particularly in epidemiology and 
preventive medicine. 

Modern Moments and Impact on 21st Century 

Ongoing Use of the Hippocratic Oath: The Hippocratic Oath continues to be a cornerstone of 
medical ethics, with modern versions adapted to reflect contemporary issues in healthcare. 

Digital Access to the Hippocratic Corpus: Various translations of the Hippocratic Corpus are 
now available online, including through the Perseus Digital Library and other scholarly 
resources. 

Public Health Influence: Hippocrates’ ideas about disease being influenced by environmental 
factors continue to shape modern approaches to public health and epidemiology. 

Suggested Reading & Resources 

A. Secondary Literature (Scholarship) 

Lloyd, G. E. R. The Hippocratic Corpus: A Collection of Medical Texts. 

Nutton, Vivian. Ancient Medicine. 

Pellegrino, Edmund D. The Philosophy of Medicine Reborn: A Pellegrino Reader. 

B. Archival or Online Sources 

Perseus Digital Library – The full text of many works attributed to Hippocrates in English and 
Greek. 

Internet Archive – A selection of works from the Hippocratic Corpus and related secondary 
sources. 

National Library of Medicine – Offers digital archives and research on Hippocrates’ influence in 
modern medicine. 
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