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William Harvey: His Life, Times, and Discoveries

William Harvey, born on April 1, 1578, in Folkestone, Kent, is best known for his groundbreaking work in
the field of anatomy and physiology. His exploration of the circulatory system revolutionized medical
science and laid the foundations for modern physiology. Harvey’s life was marked by a blend of scientific
inquiry, a commitment to empirical observation, and the courage to challenge established beliefs of his time.
This article delves into the life and times of William Harvey, his significant contributions to medicine, and

the impact of his discoveries.



Early Life and Education

William Harvey was the eldest of nine children in a family of merchants. His father, Thomas Harvey, was
a successful fishmonger, which provided a comfortable upbringing for William. At the age of 15, he
enrolled at the University of Cambridge, where he studied at Gonville and Caius College. After earning his
bachelor’s degree in 1597, Harvey pursued further studies at the University of Padua in Italy, one of the

leading medical schools of the time.

While at Padua, Harvey was exposed to the works of prominent scholars such as Andreas Vesalius and
fabrications of the human body. He received his medical degree in 1602 and returned to England, where

he began a successful career as a physician.

Career Beginnings

Upon returning to England, Harvey began practicing medicine in London. His reputation quickly grew,
and he became a physician to King James I. This connection provided him with unique opportunities to

explore his scientific interests.

During this period, he also held a position at the Royal College of Physicians, where he played a vital role
in the advancement of medical education and practice. Harvey’s keen interest in anatomy and physiology
led him to conduct numerous dissections and observations, which would ultimately culminate in his most

famous work.

Scientific Discoveries

Harvey's most significant contribution to medicine is undoubtedly his discovery of the circulation of blood.
Before Harvey, the prevailing belief, largely influenced by Galenic theories, posited that blood was
produced in the liver and consumed by the body. Harvey's meticulous research and observations led him to

question this long-held belief.

Key Observations

1. Dissection of Animals: Harvey conducted numerous dissections of animals, especially in the study of the

heart and blood vessels. He noted that the heart acted as a pump, pushing blood through the arteries.

2. Valves in Veins: He observed that veins contained valves that prevented backflow, indicating a

unidirectional flow of blood.



3. Experiments on Blood Flow: Harvey performed experiments to demonstrate that blood was not just
consumed but circulated throughout the body. He estimated the total volume of blood pumped by the heart
and calculated the time it would take for blood to complete a full circuit of the body.

Publication of “Exercitatio Anatomica de Motu Cordis et Sanguinis”

In 1628, Harvey published his seminal work, "Exercitatio Anatomica de Motu Cordis et Sanguinis" (An
Anatomical Exercise on the Motion of the Heart and Blood). This publication laid out his theories on the

circulatory system in detail. The work included:

- Detailed Descriptions: Harvey provided a comprehensive description of the heart's anatomy and function,

explaining how it pumps blood throughout the body.

- Empirical Evidence: He supported his theories with empirical observations, challenging the existing

Galenic framework.

- Impact on Medical Thought: The book was a cornerstone in shifting medical thought towards observation

and experimentation, emphasizing the importance of empirical evidence in science.

Impact and Legacy

The publication of Harvey's work was met with skepticism and resistance from many contemporary
physicians and scholars who adhered to traditional Galenic theories. However, over time, his discoveries

gained acceptance and fundamentally changed the understanding of the circulatory system.

Influence on Future Generations

1. Foundation of Modern Physiology: Harvey's work laid the groundwork for modern physiology,

influencing countless medical professionals and researchers.

2. Shift Towards Experimental Science: His emphasis on observation and experimentation helped usher in

an era of scientific inquiry, paving the way for future scientists like René Descartes and Isaac Newton.

3. Revolution in Medical Education: Harvey's discoveries prompted a reevaluation of medical education,

leading to a greater emphasis on anatomy and physiology in medical training.



Recognition and Honors

Despite initial resistance, Harvey eventually received recognition for his contributions to medicine. He was
elected as a fellow of the Royal College of Physicians and was appointed as the personal physician to several
monarchs, including King Charles I. His work in medicine and science earned him a lasting legacy, and he

is remembered as one of the founding figures in the field of physiology.

Later Life and Death

In his later years, Harvey continued to practice medicine and engage in scientific research. He remained
active in the Royal College of Physicians and continued to advocate for the importance of empirical
research in medicine. His health began to decline in the late 1640s, and he passed away on June 3, 1657, in
‘Whitehall, London.

Despite his death, Harvey's influence on the field of medicine endures. His work reshaped the
understanding of the circulatory system, and his methodologies continue to be foundational in scientific

research.

Conclusion

William Harvey’s life and work stand as a testament to the power of observation, inquiry, and the courage
to challenge established beliefs. His discovery of the circulation of blood transformed the field of medicine,
establishing principles that remain at the core of physiological study today. Through his dedication to
science and medicine, Harvey not only advanced human understanding of the body but also laid the
groundwork for future generations of scientists and medical practitioners. His legacy continues to inspire
those who seek to unravel the mysteries of human biology and improve health care practices around the

world.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who was William Harvey and what is he best known for?

William Harvey was an English physician and anatomist, best known for his discovery of the circulation of

blood in the body, which he detailed in his work 'De Motu Cordis' published in 1628.



What were the major contributions of William Harvey to medicine?

Harvey's major contributions include the description of the heart as a pump, the understanding of blood
circulation, and the demonstration that blood moves in a closed system, fundamentally changing the study

of anatomy and physiology.

What challenges did William Harvey face during his lifetime?

Harvey faced significant opposition from contemporaries who adhered to the Galenic theories of blood and
anatomy. His ideas were initially met with skepticism and controversy, particularly from those resistant to

change in established medical beliefs.

In which historical context did William Harvey live and work?

William Harvey lived during the early 17th century, a period marked by the Scientific Revolution, which
saw significant advancements in science and medicine. His work contributed to the transition from

medieval to modern scientific thought.

How did William Harvey's discoveries impact future medical practices?

Harvey's discoveries laid the groundwork for modern physiology and cardiology, influencing subsequent
medical research, surgical practices, and the understanding of the cardiovascular system in health and

disease.

What were some personal aspects of William Harvey's life?

William Harvey was born in 1578 in Folkestone, England, and studied at Gonville and Caius College,
Cambridge. He later became the physician to King James I and was known for his meticulous research and

dedication to the study of medicine.

What lasting legacy did William Harvey leave in the field of science?

William Harvey's legacy includes the foundational principles of blood circulation, which are still taught in
medical education today. His emphasis on observation and experimentation helped establish the scientific

method in medicine.
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