
History of the Brain



Main periods in the history of 
Neuroscience

ÅPrehistoric period 

Åbeliefs about the brain in ancient Egypt, 
Greece and Rome 

Åthe Medieval 

Åthe 19th century 

Åthe most important advances in the 21st 
century and future directions in neuroscience



Prehistoric Neurosurgeons
ÅIt was proved that it is possible to bore a hole in a childΩs 

skull in just four minutes, 50 minutes  - adult one. 

ÅTrepanation was practiced throughout Europe during 
Neolithic times and was surprisingly common in certain 
locations. Skulls have been found in France (where the 
highest numbers occur) along with those in Spain, 
Denmark, Germany, England, Italy, Russia and the 
Balkans. 

ÅUkrainian skulls are from 7300ς6200 BC, and others from 
France date from 5100ς4900 BC. Most trepanations, 
however, appear to have been performed between 3000 
and 2000 BC. 





Ancient Egypt
Å9ƎȅǇǘΩǎ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ōŜƎƛƴǎ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ 3100 BC when 

Menes became the first Pharaoh to rule a land 
dominated by the tides of the Nile
ÅHow the Egyptians treated the various parts of 

the body during this process tells us a great deal 
about their beliefs.
Åthoughts, desires and actions arising not from the 

brain, but the heart.
Åancient Egyptians attributed little importance to 

the brain, other than seeing it as a vesicle for 
passing wet mucus or snot to the nose



The first word for the brain

ÅEdwin Smith papyrus (purchased by an American of that name in 

Luxor in 1862, and translated by James Henry Brestedduring the 1920s)ς
written around 1700 BC, a copy of a much 
older text, possibly a manual for military 
surgeons, dating from around 3000 BC



ÅIt is represented by a four-part hieroglyph, composed of a 
ΨǾǳƭǘǳǊŜΩΣ ΨǊŜŜŘΩΣ ΨŦƻƭŘŜŘ ŎƭƻǘƘΩand a final suffix which 
means ΨƭƛǘǘƭŜΩ. 

ÅThe first three of these hieroglyphs are actually phonemes 
ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ŀ ǎƻǳƴŘΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜŘ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ǊŜǎŜƳōƭŜŘ Ψ ŀƘ-i-
ǎΩΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ŀƭǎƻ ǘǊŀƴǎƭŀǘŀōƭŜ ŀǎ Ψǎƪǳƭƭ-ƻŦŦŀƭΩ ƻǊ Ψǎƪǳƭƭ-ƳŀǊǊƻǿΩΦ 

ÅLƴǘŜǊŜǎǘƛƴƎƭȅΣ ǘƘŜ ƻǊƛƎƛƴ ƻŦ ƻǳǊ ƳƻŘŜǊƴ ǿƻǊŘ ΨōǊŀƛƴΩ Ƙŀǎ ŀ 
ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊ ŘŜǊƛǾŀǘƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ ƛǘ ƛǎ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜŘ ǘƻ ŎƻƳŜ ŦǊƻƳ ΨbraegenΩΣ 
an Old English word (c. 1000) that appears to be related to 
ŀ ȅŜǘ ƻƭŘŜǊ CǊŜƴŎƘ ǿƻǊŘ ΨōǊŀƴΩ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ ǊŜŦǳǎŜΦ



!ƴŎƛŜƴǘ DǊŜŜŎŜΥ IƻƳŜǊΩǎ Illiad

ÅPsyche, thymos, noosςvital forces. All reside 
in the chest.
ÅMore than 150 anatomical terms are found in Illiad, 

although only three relate to the brain.

ïenkephalos, which literally refers to the material 
inside our head (i.e. the brain) and is the source of 
our words ΨencephalonΩ and ΨcerebrumΩ; 

ïmuelosreferring to the marrow inside the spine, 
from where we get the word ΨmedullaΩ; 

ïsinew describing a ligament or tendon.



c. 460 to 370 BC
Åmore than any other individual in 

antiquity freed medical practice 
from mysticism and superstition by 
replacing it with the idea that health 
is a physical process amenable to 
understanding through observation 
and reasoning.

Å his writings were collected by 
scholars at the Library of Alexandria 
after his death, where they would 
form a body of work known as the 
Corpus H.

ÅtŀǊǘ άhƴ ǘƘŜ {ŀŎǊŜŘ 5ƛǎŜŀǎŜέ 
provides an excellent anatomical 
description of the human brain.



Plato (424ς347 BC)

Åhe would attribute it 
with three distinct 
parts: 

ïthe epithymetikonς
liver-based, dasalneeds

ïthe thymosςheart ς
emotions

ïthe logistikonςbrain ς
unique to humans. 
Intelligence.



Herophilus(c. 335ς280 BC) and Erasistratus(c. 310ς250 BC).

Å Herophilusmade his greatest 
contribution to anatomy by 
discovering the true nature of 
the nervous system

Å Herophilusdescribed seven 
pairs of nerves arising from 
the brain (now known as 
cranial nerves) and established 
six of their destinations: these 
were apparently the optic, 
oculomotor, trigeminal, facial, 
auditory and hypoglossal 
nerves.

Å Herophiluslocalisedthe soul 
in the ventricles of the 
brain(the ventricular theory).

Å Erasistratuspaid close 
attention to the brain, and 
improved upon the 
observations of Herophilusby 
providing a more thorough 
account of the ventricular 
system by describing four 
main cavities.

Å ErasistratusΩ ƎǊŜŀǘŜǎǘ ƭŜƎŀŎȅ 
was his explanation of the way 
blood and pneumaare 
generated in the body.



Claudius Galen (AD 
129ς200)

ÅGalen was a prolific 
author who wrote on a 
surprisingly wide variety 
of topics, including 
medicine (of course), 
but also logic, 
philosophy and literary 
criticism.

ÅDŀƭŜƴΩǎ ǘǊǳŜ ƎǊŜŀǘƴŜǎǎΣ 
however, lay in his 
determination to 
supplement what was 
already known with his 
own facts, discoveries 
and theories.



Claudius Galen (AD 129ς200)

ÅGalen was a prolific author who wrote on a surprisingly 
wide variety of topics, including medicine (of course), but 
also logic, philosophy and literary criticism.

ÅDŀƭŜƴΩǎ ǘǊǳŜ ƎǊŜŀǘƴŜǎǎΣ ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ƭŀȅ ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ 
to supplement what was already known with his own 
facts, discoveries and theories.

Åauthority of Galen, and the quality of his empirical work, 
that his influence reigned supreme over medicine for 15 
centuries after his death.

ÅLaryngeal nerve was found





The death of Galen at the end 
of the second century AD, and 
wƻƳŜΩǎ Ŧŀƭƭ ǎƻƳŜ нлл ȅŜŀǊǎ 

later, marks a point where new 
anatomical and physiological 
research was put on hold for 
ƳƻǊŜ ǘƘŀƴ мнлл ȅŜŀǊǎΧ



ÅThe Muslims who occupied many of the surrounding 
lands during this period also had a strong desire for 
knowledge, and they too helped preserve Greek 
knowledge by translating it into Arabic.

ÅThe Eastern scholars preserved the writings of the great 
Greek philosophers, incorporated their own beliefs and 
knowledge into the work. 

ÅEventually symbiosis of antique teachings with Eastern 
phylosophyturned into Cell doctrine(presumably 370 
AD).

ÅIntellectual stagnation of the West would only begin 
change in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. An 
important development was the return of travellers back 
from places such as Byzantine with copies of ancient 
texts for translation into Latin, resulting in a renewed 
respect for Greek values and thinking. 



Ibn Sina(ϝзуЂ еϠϜ),Abu Ali Sina( еϠϜ
ϝзуЂ) ,often known in the west 

asAvicennaόŎΦ980ςJune 1037)
Åmonumental 14 volume Canon 

of Medicine first written in 
1025 

ÅWrote a set of books which 
served as the standard text in 
university medical education 
in Europe for the next 600 
years

Å Advocated a five-cell doctrine

Å First used term VERMIS



Brain?

ÅOne of a series of five 
drawings found in a 
number of Eastern and 
Western medical 
manuscripts which are 
believed to be copied 
from a much earlier 
source ςpossibly in 
Alexandria circa 300 BC. 
The insert shows possibly 
the earliest depiction of 
the brain



ÅDravingfound in a 
number of Eastern and 
Western medical 
manuscripts which are 
believed to be copied 
from a much earlier 
source ςpossibly in 
Alexandria circa 300 
BC.



Å The anatomy of the eye from a late fourteenth century manuscript 
held in the British Museum which depicts seven layers, including the 
retina (1) and cornea (6). On the left, the cranium, duramater, pia
mater and cerebellum are also named.



A fourteenth century drawing 
of the Cell Doctrine (c.1310) 

showing the influence of 
Avicenna. The cells are 

labelled(right-to-left) sensus
communis, yimaginatio, 
estimativa, cogitaviavel

yimaginatio, and vis
memorativa. Interestingly, the 

diagram places the vermis
(depicted here as containing 

an eye, presumably 
representing a form of inner 

awareness) between the 
fourth and fifth cells.



1200 years laterΧ



The dissection of human corpses had only taken 
place in Alexandria, and even then its practice 
was brief, perhaps lasting no more than a 
hundred years. After this there was no more 
human anatomisationuntil the thirteenth 
century ςa hiatus of 1500 years.



Mondinode Luzzi(1275ς1326)

ÅThanks to crusaders 
ŀƴŘΧ

Å/ƘǳǊŎƘ ŀƴŘΧ

Å{ŀƛƭƻǊǎ ŀƴŘΧ

ÅautoritiesΧ

Åthe first documented 
public human dissection 
was performed by 
Mondinode Luzziin 
1315



Leonardo da Vinci 
1452ς1519



Å first attempts of Leonardo 
to draw the brain date from 
about 1487 to 1493 and 
they show his fascination 
with the Cell Doctrine and, 
in particular, the location of 
the sensuscommunis.

Å imprensiva(i.e. where 
visual and auditory 
impressions arrive) ς
anterior

ÅSensuscommunisςmiddle 
ǾŜƴǘǊƛŎƭŜΦ ΨǘƘŜ ŜȅŜ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ 
ŜȄǘŜǊƴŀƭ ƭƛƎƘǘΩΦ

ÅMemoriaςposterior 
ventricle



Å Bovine ventricular system depictet from 
the model, made by pouring wax inside.


