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Abstract
Introduction Galen of Pergamum was the physician of Roman
Emperors and contributed to our early understanding of medi-
cine and anatomy. Herein, we present a short biography of Galen
and review his multiple contributions to medicine and anatomy.
Conclusions Although it has been almost 2,000 years since
Galen walked the streets of the Roman Empire, his legacy
continues via multiple eponyms that bare his name.
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“It is easier to convince the disciples of Moses and Christ,
than physicians and philosophers, who are addicted to par-
ticular sects,” Galen (Lardner 1838, p. 301).

“Galen” is a familiar name for neuroanatomists and neuro-
surgeons. The great cerebral vein of Galen (vena magna
cerebri or vena magna Galeni) is a short venous trunk

constituting the terminal draining tract of the deep venous
system of the brain, sometimes referred to as Galenic venous
system (Fig. 1 and cover). This vein is formed by the union of
two internal cerebral veins (also known as the right and left
veins of Galen) under the splenium of the corpus
callosum. The great vein of Galen then receives several
supra- and infratentorial veins, including the basal vein
of Rosenthal and lateral mesencephalic vein, and is
drained into the straight sinus posteriorly. On rare cir-
cumstances, the great vein of Galen is connected to the
superior sagittal sinus through a persistent falcine sinus.
Embryologically, the great vein of Galen is derived from
the dorsal segment of the prosencephalic vein of
Markowski, the ventral segment which usually undergoes
involution during the fetal period [1–5].

Born in Pergamum (now Bergama, Turkey) in Septem-
ber of 129 AD, Claudius Clarissimus Galen (Fig. 2) became
one of the most celebrated figures in the history of science.
Galen of Pergamum was the only child of Aelius Nicon, a
wealthy architect and intellectual with interests in mathe-
matics, astronomy, philosophy, and Greek literature [6–8].
As was the norm for the educated governing class, Nicon
had his son spent 3 years studying philosophy in Pergamon
at the age of 14 years [7, 9]. In 145 AD, Asclepius, the god of
healing, as tradition has it, conveyed a dream to Nicon that
the gods wanted his son to study medicine. Accordingly,
Galen studied medicine at the Pergamum temple of
Asclepius (Aesculapion of Pergamon) for 4 years [6, 9].
Following his beloved father’s death in 149–150 AD, Galen
decided to pursue his medical studies for the next 9 years in
Smyrna (now Izmir, Turkey), Corinth, Crete, Cilicia, Cy-
prus, and Alexandria [7, 9]. In 157 AD and at the age of 28,
he returned to Pergamon where he practiced medicine as a
surgeon for gladiators (vulnerarius) [7, 10]. Treating severe
injuries of the gladiators, Galen enhanced his knowledge of
anatomy, physiology, trauma, and sports medicine [8, 9].
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In 162 AD, Galen moved to Rome where charlatans
led much of the medical community. Soon, he gained an
outstanding reputation for his erudite teaching and profi-
ciency as a physician. Galen’s unrivaled reputation along
with his criticisms leveled at Roman physicians led to
disputes that forced him to abandon the city for
Pergamon in 166 AD [6, 7, 9]. However, Galen’s reputa-
tion resulted in the Roman emperors, Marcus Aurelius
and Lucius Verus, summoning him to northern Italy in

168 AD to serve the army against German tribes [9]. In
169 AD and while Rome battled the plague, Galen was
appointed as personal physician to Marcus Aurelius, his
son Commodus and Septimus Severus, the succeeding
Roman emperors, the rest of his life [6, 7]. Apart from
medical practice, Galen carried on his studies, teachings,
and writings while under the shelter of the Roman Em-
pire [8]. While he wrote over 500 papers, books, and
treatises, totaling more than four million words, only a
fraction (~120) of his works could be saved from a fire
in the Temple of Peace in 191 AD; many of his treatises
on philosophy were destroyed [11]. Despite this loss,
Galen spent the next few years of his life continuing
his medical writings and producing major works [8].
Carolus G. Kühn has compiled the Greek text along with
Latin translations of Galen’s treatises in a 22-volume set
in Leipzig [9–11]. Galen died in 200 AD, at the age of
70 years [8, 11]. Marcus Aurelius honored Galen as the
“first among doctors, but the one and only philosopher”
[12]. A system of medicine based on Galen’s works and
words was the unique authority for over a thousand years
and is referred to as Galenism (Fig. 3). The various
medicinal plants and other ingredients that Galen gath-
ered are also termed Galenicals [9, 13].

Galen’s works and publications

While known as the founder of experimental physiology
and embryology, Galen paid special tribute to his forefa-
thers and, in particular, Hippocrates whom he referred to
as divine [11, 14]. Galen was the first who confuted
Aristotle and Erasistratus’ belief that what flows within
the arteries was merely a nebulous spirit called pneuma,
not blood [15]. Instead, Galen believed that pneuma was
a substance streaming through the nerves and governing

Fig. 1 Galenic venous system of
the brain

Fig. 2 Claudius Galen, from Prints Collection, Reynolds Historical
Library, the University of Alabama at Birmingham
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Fig. 3 Title page fromGalen, Claudius. Galeni sexta classis eam chirurgie partem amplectitur (Venetiis: apud Iuntas, 1550), image courtesy of Reynolds
Historical Library, the University of Alabama at Birmingham
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sensation and motion [16]. While human dissection was
not considered at this time, Galen performed dissections
on animals assuming that human organs were identical
[15, 17]. As declared in his manual “Anatomical proce-
dures” (De Anatomicis Administrationibus), Galen was
the first to perform vivisection on a pig for a large
audience in order to verify the activity of the organs
pertinent to voice and respiration (as cited in reference
[18]). However, he recommended that his students im-
prove their dissection skills on dead animals prior to
dissections on the living [18, 19]. In a traditional med-
ical competition and under tutorship of Satyrus, Galen
adroitly presented the structure and function of the
exposed muscles in a victim of anthrax [18, 20]. This
event as well as his acquired techniques of deliberation
throughout his medical studying, well equipped him to
become unrivaled in anatomical competitions and dem-
onstrations [18].

Among Galen’s famous patients were Eudemus (philoso-
pher and his earlier mentor), Flavius Boethus (consul and later
chancellor of Palestine), and Roman emperors as mentioned
earlier [7, 21]. Galen successfully cured Eudemus who suf-
fered from quartan fever (probably malaria), and this achieve-
ment elevated his status in the Roman society [22]. In
Pergamon, Galen served as physician and surgeon to wealthy
gladiators. Interestingly, and thanks to his skills, the number of
casualties was dramatically decreased to only five while Galen
held the position [21].

Galen made one of his most notable contributions to the
fields of orthopedics and neurology. Supra-acromial dislo-
cation of the lateral end of the clavicle is referred to as
Galen’s dislocation or luxation [23, 24]. He accurately
characterized the consequences of spinal cord transaction
at different levels by experimenting on apes and pigs [25].
He noted that upper limb movement is preserved with a
cord transaction at the T1 vertebra [25].

Galen and eponyms

Galen’s name lives on eponymously in various anatomical
terms [13]. As mentioned earlier, veins of Galen are the
internal cerebral veins, which join to form the great cerebral
vein of Galen. The great vein of Galen passes inferior to the
splenium of the corpus callosum to drain into the straight sinus
[9, 13]. Galen’s ampulla refers to the posterior portion of the
great cerebral vein [24]. Galen’s foramen cecum is a misno-
mer, which was used by some earlier anatomists such as Fyfe
to denote the Fallopian canal or facial canal within the tem-
poral bone [26, 27]. Galen’s nerve (also Galen’s anastomosis)
is used to describe a branch of the internal laryngeal nerve that
communicates with the recurrent laryngeal nerve [9, 13, 28].
The term Galen’s foramen has been used to refer to the

foramen ovale and/or opening of the anterior cardiac vein
(aka vein of Galen) into the right atrium [29]. Galen’s
ventricle, also known as the laryngeal ventricle, is a lateral
infolding of mucous membrane between the false and true
vocal folds, reaching to the angle of the thyroid cartilage [13].
Other eponyms based on Galen’s name include Galen’s
bandage (a type of bandage wrapped around the wound head).
In this bandage, the middle of the undivided part is applied to
the dressings and the two posterior tails are tied behind the
head [13, 24, 30]. Galen’s cerate is a cream that is made of
melted white wax, almond oil, distilled water, and rose water
[24, 31].
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