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Editorial

Remembering Paracelsus (1493-1541)
Exactly 500 years have passed since the controversial Swiss physician popularly known as

Paracelsus was born. He was born with a mouthful of a name, Aureolus Philippus Theophrastus
Bombastus von Hohenheim and grew up to be as imposing a personality as his name. I He gave
himself the name Paracelsus, after Celsus, a first century physician and the author of the four
cardinal signs of inflammation. The Latin writings of Celsus were discovered in 1443, and their
printing in 1478 contributed significantly to Renaissance medicine. Coming back to Paracelsus,
he started his higher education at 16 under an alchemist (2), and he too remained one all his life.
Besides alchemy, he also taught himself some medicine but probably never acquired a medical
degree. He believed that knowledge, as imparted by the universities, was futile, and was convinced
that a true seeker of knowledge should go directly to nature. But his sense of observation was
rather poor, and starting with some flawed observations he often drifted into wild speculation.
He was a born rebel, and remained all his life an angry young man. He rejected all authority,
and as a symbolic act he burnt the works of both Galen and Avicenna as an introduction to his
lecture course at Basel (3), which he delivered in German instead of the then current language
of letters, Latin. His lectures were confined to observations he had himself made in his practice
(2). He rejected even the classical works of his predcessors but, paradoxically, expected his
students to believe his observations rather than depend only on their own. In treatment, he
emphasized the use of chemical compounds instead of herbs. He believed that there existed in
nature a cure for every disease, and sustained the doctrine of signatures, which means that the
colour and form of a treatment bear a close resemblance to the organ for which the treatment
would be useful (4). For example, according to the doctrine of signatures walnuts should be
useful for diseases of the brain, gold for the heart, and spotted skin of lizard for malignant
tumours characterised by secondary nodules! Paracelsus was a mystic, and declared that health
depended on the influence of stars and the spirit, the wiI: of God, the nature of the individual,
and poisons. According to him, the four pillars of medicine were philosophy, astrology, alchemy
and virtue (5).

Paracelsus was an eccentric genius with a giant sized ego. He placed no limits on his
destructive criticism of others. He spared neither his predecessors nor his contemporaries. His
chief merit lay in his courage to contradict authority, and in that sense he is considered one of
the architects of the European Renaissance. He rejected the thraldom of tradition and authority,
but like every novice in the art, threw out the baby with the bath and did not have a good
substitute. He had some loyal friends and admirers but his violent and repellant temper earned
him a lot more enemies.

Paracelsus was a prolific writer although neither clear nor consistent. He left behind more
than 300 works in German on alchemy, astrology and occult arts in medicine. His works on
syphilis, mental diseases and miner's disease are considered classical. Because of his unpopularity,
he found it difficult to find a printer for his Writings. He wandered from city to city for 13 years,

'From his name evolved the word 'bombastic' (I).
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partly because of threats from his enemies, but mainly because he believed that disease patterns
differed from place to place, and he wanted to observe the varying patterns for himself. He died
young, at 48, and probably not a natural death.

The stress Paracelsus laid on rejecting authority and relying on personal observation was
correct in principle but he went to extremes in its implementation. Rejection of previous work
has to be reasoned, critical and selective, not wholesale. The lifetime of no individual is enough
to examine centuries of accumulated knowledge on the anvil of personal observations. Nature
invents extremists like Paracelsus to meet the necessity for a social revolution. It is from this
angle that we should give Paracelsus the credit that is due to him.
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