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Boerhaave (1668—1738) and His “Institutiones medicae”

Tatsuo SAKAI, Tadashi SAWAI

Department of Anatomy and Life Structure, Graduate School of Medicine, Juntendo University, Tokyo

Boerhaave’s medical thought contained in his writings and orations did not develop in a definite direc-
tion, but his main interest changed dramatically depending on the subject of lectures he was charged with.
In the early period, he emphasized learning from experience, after the manner of Hippocrates, and relied
optimistically on the Newtonian mechanistic theory. In the later period, he turned from the mechanic theory
to chemical study by going beyond alchemy and pursuing a new chemistry. Boerhaave’s “Institutiones
medicae,” written in his early period, is constructed on an old framework of medical institution divided
into five parts, and it contains a new approach to expanding the physiological part in a style focusing on
functions. In the physiological part, the functions of individual organs were concisely described on the
basis of traditional humorous theory and the novel theory of blood circulation from the mechanistic stand-
point. “Institutiones medicae” was very attractive due to its clarity and intelligibility in the writing style.
The popularity of Boerhaave induced social phenomena and attracted a great number of students over the
Europe. It was frequently attributed to his bedside teaching, but was actually due to his early publications,

including “Institutiones medicae”.
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