Editorial

Paracelsus

Father of toxicology, brother of general practice

Brendon Evans

‘Every physician must be rich in
knowledge, and not only of that which is
written in books; his patients should be
his book, they will never mislead him.’

- Paracelsus, 1565

Paracelsus is a historical medical name that
is not taught in modern medical education
(or at least not in my own). Yet the Swiss
physician is often referred to as the ‘father
of toxicology’ and the ‘Martin Luther of
medicine’.2 He espoused patient-centred
care, broadmindedness and holistic
evidence-based medicine - in other words -
the principles of general practice.
Paracelsus significantly progressed
medical practice. He was among the
vanguard marrying science to medicine
and the first to apply chemistry - although
in its embryonic renaissance form.? He
was also the first to express what is now
referred to as the threshold and no-adverse
effect level concepts - central principles
of toxicology, as illustrated by the famous
statement, ‘All things are poison and
nothing is without poison; only the dose
makes a thing not a poison.”* He rejected
the previously accepted model of disease
based on the four humours, and was
perhaps the first occupational physician
describing illness patterns among miners.*
Itinerant for most of his life,
Paracelsus believed that experience
and open-mindedness were keys to
understanding. ‘The universities do not
teach all things,” he wrote, ‘so a doctor
must seek out old wives, gypsies, sorcerers,
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wandering tribes, old robbers, and such
outlaws and take lessons from them.
A doctor must be a traveler....Knowledge is
experience’.’ He espoused the principles of
patient-centred care, as illustrated by the
headline quotation. He opened his lectures
to all, not just paying students, and taught
in German, the common language, not
Latin,® demonstrating his beliefin the
dignity of the individual and a rejection
of classism.

Australian general practice has much
in common with Paracelsus. We are
found in the city, the outback, the mine,
the sporting field and the barracks.
Our treatments are scientific, and our
actions evidence-based. We provide care
regardless of socioeconomic class or
station. We think broadly, try emerging
therapies and teach without reserve. Our
connection to patient environment and
lived experience are the foundation of
both our insight and our impact.” These
shared values and processes place general
practice alongside one of the legends of
medical history.
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