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HISTORICAL SKETCH OF THE DISCOVERY OF THE 
CIRCULATION. 

By SURGEON-CAPTAIN ROBERT SAMUT. 
i8t King'8 Own Malta Re,qiment. 

FEW subjects have passed through so many phases ~n their evolution 
as that of the circulation of the blood and the controversy about its 
discovery has been so keen that to this day the claims of Harvey are 
disputed. Yet it was William Harvey who, unbiased by the teaching 
of the ancients, first placed the doctrine of the circulation of the blood on 
those firm foundations which his enemies and detractors have failed to 
shake, and which mor~ recent methods and careful experiments have 
helped to consolidate. , 

In the middle ·of the sixteenth century we find that the Galenical 
conception of the circulation was still generally accepted. None then 
ventured to deny that the left side 'of the heart and the arteries contained 
blood mixed with air, and that the septum of the heart was pierced with 
innumerable but invisible pores, through which the blood returning from 
the liver found its way from the right to the left ventricle. This doctrine, 
which, like the rest of Galen's teaching, was upheld as infallible, was not 
questioned till 1543, when Vesalius demonstrated the impermeability of 
the sep'tum, and ten yearR later Michael Reves or Servete, the Spanish 
philosopher, completely overthrew the oracle by asserting that the blood 
is conveyed by an admirable contrivance from the right ventricle of the 
heart through the substance of the lungs, a theory which cost him his life, 
for he was burnt a( a heretic at Geneva a few months after the pUblication 
of his" Christianismi Restitutio." 

Though taught by Servete, a complete account of the pulmonary 
circulation was first published in Venice in 1559 by Realdus Columbus: 
"For the blood is carried to the lungs by ,the arterial vein, and here 
becomes lighter; then, along with the air, it is carried by ,the arterial 
vein to the left ventricle 9f the heart." Here again the truth about the 
circulation was obscured by the same error, since, in the words of 
Professor W. OsIer, the heart was looked upon as "a lump which is 
furnished w.ith oil by the blood, and with air from the lungs." Nor can 
it be said that the problem was solved by Andreas Cresalpinus of. Arezzo, 
who, in 1571, discovered that arteries beat and that veins do not, that 
the blood reaches the heart by the veins and leaves it by the arteries, and 
that ligature of a vein causes it to collapse between the ligature and the 
heart and to swell beyond the ligature (figure from" De Motu Cordis "). 
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With Aristotle he maintained that' the blood flowed like the tides of 
Euripus, backwards and forwards in the same channel, viz., from the 
arteries into the veins during sleep and back into the arteries during the 
hours of activity. Upon him the honours of discovery are conferred by 
the Italian School (Luciani-Fisiologia dell'uomo, chap. vi., pp. 138-147). 
Nevertheless, ten years later Fabricius ab Aquapendente maintained that 
the blood flowed from the heart to the extremities even in the veins; this, 
then, is incontestable proof of the ignorance of the true facts connected 
with the circulation at the beginning of the seventeenth century. Pro
fessor OsIer is, therefore, correct in saying that Ornsalpinus had Hippo
cratic glimmerings of the greater circulation, but was pervaded with the 
general spirit of the time and saw darkly through Galenical glasses. It 
has been rightly said that the title of discoverer is due to him alone who 

. can prove his theory, and in the matter of the circulation of the blood 
this was reserved for the pupil of Fabricius. Nothing but a loose collec
tion of facts; the outcome of the earnest researches of the Italian masters, 
true pioneers of this discovery, had accumulated when Harvey graduated 
at Padua in 1602. With these at his command, and with the acute 
discernment of his great mind, he was able to .give to the world the 
doctrine which must ever stand as one of the great turning-points in the 
development of human knowledge. 

William Harvey delivered his second Lumleian lecture on the circula
tion of the blood at the Physicians' Oollege, London, on April 17th, 1616. 
Twelve years later he published his work" De Motu Oordis et Sanguinis 
in Animalibus," and his absolute conviction that his conception of the 
circulation was original is made evident in the eighth chapter, in the 
following passage: "The things that remain to be said, though well 
worth considering, are so new and strange that I not only fear harm 
from the envy of certain men, but am afraid that I make all men my 
enemies; for custom or a doctrine, having once taken deep root, like 
second nature, hold their ground among all men, and reverence for 
antiquity binds them down. Be that as it may, the die is now cast, 
my hope is in the love of truth and in the sincerity of learned minds." 

No fact of any consequence has been added to the subject since the 
publication of Harvey's work, nor can a single word of his great enuncia
tion be altered: "that the blood flows into all the members of the 
body through the arteries and outflows through the veins; that the 
arteries are the vessels carrying blood from the heart, and' the veins are 
the vessels and the ways for the blood's return to the heart, that the 
blood in the members and extremities, either by direct anastomosis, or 
indirectly through the pores of the flesh, or in both ways, flows into the 
veins from the arteries just as in the thorax it floweth from the veins into 
the heart and arteries; hence it is evident that it moves in a circle, 
namely, from the centre to the extremities, and from these again to the 
centre." 
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Thus, whilst others groped in the uncertain light of their knowledge in 
search of the true course of the blood, the genius of Harvey shed such 
"a flood of light" on the subject that the great truth was at length 
revealed in all its beauty, so that none can ever question the justice of 
Albert v. HaIler's words: "Circuitus sanguinis Harvei famam immortalem 
fecit" (" Elementa Physiologiffi corporis humani," 1757) . 

• 

11~e"icws. 

A SYSTEM OF DIET AND DIETETICS. Edited by G. A. Sutherland, M.D., 
F.R.C.P. London: Henry Frowde and Hodder and Stoughton, 
1908. Pp. 893. Price 30s. net. 

This volume, of over 900 pages, is one of the latest "Oxford Medical 
Publications," in which all that has been attempted, as the Editor says, 
" is to set down the principles and practice of men who have had special 
experience of the subjects on which they write." No less than nineteen 
authors, all more or less well-known, have collaborated in the production 
of the work, which consists of twenty-eight chapters. The treatment of 
the subject is therefore encyclopffidic, and" it may have followed that 
a certain clashing of views is to be found, but this may be taken as 
reflecting the divergence of opinion which exists in the profession on the 
subject of diet. Contributors were asked to give their own views and 
experiences, rather than to make a collection of all the views of different 
authorities." The result is undoubtedly an authoritative work, and every 
chapter bears the impress of first· hand knowledge and personal experi
ence. Some chapters will, perhaps, carry greater weight than others 
with the ordinary reader or practitioner, but this is inevitable in a 
cyclopffidic compendium. 

Sir Lauder Brunton, in the introductory chapter on General Principles, 
thinks" one may safely say tha;t more than one half of the inhabitants 
of this country require a certain amount of aid to the action of the bowels." 
We quote this in order to afford satisfaction and cause for thankfulness 
to the smaller moiety in these islands, who, either through their active 
habits, or dietetic tastes, or by innate peristaltic virtue, perform their 
natural functions with regularity and precision without assistance, and 
therefore need not habitually partake of " seeds, husks or vegetable fibres," 
or even sulphates or purgative resins. Chittenden's dictum is approved 
of, that "the best dietary for a healthy man is a mix.ed diet and not too 
much of it." Sir Lauder Brunton mentions the .powerful effect of straw
berries in quickening the flow of lymph from the blood into the lymphatic 
spaces. In one case a single strawberry produced such a swelling of the 
eyelids as almost to blind the patient. In an obscure case resembling 
pernicious anrnmia, drugs seemed to do little good, but many strawberries 
eaten all through the day produced very marked benefit. 

Dr. Harry Campbell's chapter on the Evolution of Man's Diet is very 
interesting. '1'he first great advance by evolving man was when he 
began to hunt and fish; the second, when he began to grind, macerate,. 
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