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Surgery
•Have you or someone you 

know had surgery?
•How was that experience? 
•What are your opinions on 

surgeons? 



Things to think about…
• Who has access to healthcare?

• How should physicians and/or surgeons be 
paid? 
• The role of surgeon has drastically changed. You 

didn’t tell your kid that they should be a surgeon in 
the ancient and medieval periods. 

• HIGHLY unregulated 
• Services were charitable; no social or economic 

incentives
• Low on the social ladder; rewarded with goods 

and services 

• No antiseptic, No anesthesia, No germ theory= 
mortality rate extremely high 

• People were almost always generally unwell

• Not dummies →Had ideas of quarantining and 
contagion 



Pre-Historic Human Remains

• Paleolithic to Neolithic (8,000 
BCE hunters and gathers to 
agriculture)

• The oldest known surgical 
amputation was carried out 
about 31,000 years ago (left 
lower leg). The person survived 
the operation and lived for 
another 6 to 9 years.



Trepanation
• Trepanation- the oldest operation for 

which evidence exists; hole drilled into 
skull; related to intracranial pressure 
and other diseases
• Out of 120 prehistoric skulls found at one 

burial site in France dated to 6500 BCE, 
40 had trepanation holes.

• There is significant evidence of healing of 
the bones of the skull in prehistoric 
skeletons, suggesting that many of those 
that proceeded with the surgery survived 
their operation. In some studies, the rate 
of survival surpassed 50%.



Trepanation









Fertile Crescent (The Cradle of Civilization)



The Code of Hammurabi 
• Cuneiform, ancient Babylonian (Mesopotamia) 

legal text 1755-1750 BCE
• EVERYONE entitled to healthcare, but not 

equal care
• Physicians deserved reverence and should be 

paid accordingly, BUT that payment should be 
regulated by law

• It is speculated that it might contain the oldest-
known reference to eye surgery (if patient loses 
eye in surgery, then surgeon must have their 
hands cut off)

• Needed quality outcomes or severe 
punishments= deter people from that line of 
work?



Egyptian Medical Papyri 
• Texts written on papyrus which give a 

glimpse at medical procedures and 
practices in ancient Egypt

• Give details on disease, diagnosis, 
remedies/herbal, surgery, and magical 
incantations

• Many date to approx. 1500 BCE but could 
be copies from 3000 BCE

• Early Egyptian medicine was based 
mostly on a mixture of magic and 
religious spells; illnesses were thought to 
be caused by spiteful actions

• Many have been lost to grave robbery 





Ancient Greece and Rome 



Hippocrates (Greek)
• Father of Medicine (460-370 BCE) 
• Hippocratic Oath guy (earliest medical 

ethics)
• Huge advocate for trepanning, even for 

very minor head injuries 
• His book, Sacred Disease, first 

disputed origin of epilepsy (scientific 
approach)
• “This disease is in my opinion no more 

divine than any other; it has the same 
nature as other diseases and the cause 
that gives rise to individual diseases.”



Epilepsy 
•During ancient and the 

medieval period, the idea 
stood that it was a 
mystical phenomenon of 
divine punishment. 
•Hippocrates believed 

that it had a natural 
cause in the brain, but 
his ideas were not widely 
accepted. 



The Four Humors 
• Theory that the body was made up 

of four elements (humors)- blood, 
phlegm, black bile, and yellow bile-
which must be balanced in the 
body. 

• Humors linked to seasons, star 
signs, and personality traits

• Created by Hippocrates and Galen 
added Theory of Opposites 
(someone with too much phlegm 
[cold] could eat something hot, like 
a pepper)



Hirudotherapy
• Medical treatment that 

uses blood-sucking 
leeches to treat a variety of 
conditions= balance 
humors

• The first recorded use of leech therapy was 
3,500 years ago in Ancient Egypt

• Medicinal leech therapy made an international 
comeback in the 1970s in microsurgery, used to 
stimulate circulation in tissues threatened by 
postoperative venous congestion, particularly 
in finger reattachment and reconstructive 
surgery

• Medicinal leech populations were reduced 
significantly in many countries during the 19th 
century due to the high demand in medical 
contexts, and remain endangered in many 
countries today



Caduceus
• Symbol of the staff carried by 

Hermes in Greek mythology and 
entwined by two serpents, 
sometimes surmounted by 
wings. 

• Although the Rod of Asclepius, 
which has only one snake and 
no wings, is the traditional and 
more widely used symbol of 
medicine, this particular symbol
is sometimes used by 
healthcare organizations (like 
DeBakey HSHP ).



Galen (Roman Empire) 
• 129 – 216 CE
• Personal physician to Roman Emperor 

Marcus Aurelius
• Anatomical reports/dissections on animals
• Galen would encourage his students to go 

look at dead gladiators or bodies that 
washed up to get better acquainted with 
the human body

• Divided the body into three essential spirits 
originating from the liver, brain, and heart

• Supposably never asked for money, but 
took payment when given





Medieval Europe (Middle Ages)



Medieval Europe (Middle Ages)
Discussion Points

1. Why was so little known about 
the human body and medicine in 
the Middle Ages?

2. What role did the Catholic 
Church play in medicine? 

3. How might most people have felt 
about doctors/physicians and 
surgeons in the Middle Age?



Background
• Most knowledge from the Roman Empire had been lost during the 

“Dark Ages” 
• Most people at this time worked in agriculture and few could read 

or write (illiterate) 
• Catholicism was the main religion in Western Europe and had a 

major influence over everyday life
• People looked to the works of Classical thinkers like Hippocrates 

(Ancient Greece) and Galen (Ancient Rome)
• The Church forbad human dissection; disease was seen as a 

punishment from God 
• Surgery was uncommonly practiced by physicians due to a VERY 

low success rate



Barber Surgeons
• Not a physician and offered considerably 

cheaper treatment 
• Possessed razors and dexterity indispensable 

to their trade; called upon for numerous tasks 
ranging from cutting hair to pulling teeth to 
amputating limbs 

• Generally charged with caring for soldiers 
during and after battle
• Surgical mortality was very high due to blood loss, 

shock, and infection
• Since doctors thought bloodletting to balance 

“humors” would improve health, barbers used 
bloodletting razors and applied leeches





Bloodletting and Leeches

• Withdrawal of blood, whether by a 
physician or by leeches, from a 
patient to prevent or cure illness and 
disease. 

• This practice was based on an 
ancient system of medicine in which 
blood and other bodily fluids were 
regarded as “humours” that had to 
remain in proper balance to maintain 
health.





Purging 
• Many people would regularly purge 

themselves to avoid digestive 
issues 

• A popular method to treat ailments 
of the stomach and alimentary 
canal by cleansing the body and 
restoring well-being. 

• Patients were given emetics (to 
make them vomit) or laxatives (to 
empty the bowels).
• Enemas wereadministered with a 

greased tube attached to a pigsbladder



Miasma 
• “Bad air” that was believed to be filled 

with harmful fumes
• Both Hippocrates and Galen had 

written about miasmata, which they 
said came from swamps, corpses, and 
other rotting material

• People purifies the air by carrying sweet 
herbs or flowers

• There was SOME action from local 
government to keep towns clean by 
removing rotting animals from the 
streets 



Urine Charts 
• Physicians checked color, small, and thickness of urine to 

diagnose illness



Astrology 
• Physicians looked at star charts and 

horoscopes during diagnosis, and 
different operations could only be 
carries out at certain times, 
depending on the position of the 
stars 

• Physicians diagnosing an illness would 
determine the constellation that the 
moon appeared in when his patient 
first became ill. He would then consult 
astrological predictions and 
associations and make a diagnosis.

• Astrology was an important part of 
medicine until the end of the 17th 
century.





Apothecaries and Herbal Remedies 

•Herbal remedies 
to drink, sniff, or 
bathe in were 
often used (ex. 
Aloe vera, mint, 
and saffron)



Monasteries
• Served as early hospitals
• Focus on caring for ill people-

rather than treating and curing 
them

• The best way to prevent 
disease was to lead a sin-free 
life (regular prayers, 
confessions, tithes)

• Haircut → tonsure 



Guilds 
• There is evidence that the first barber-surgeon guild was established 

in France in 1096, and another was founded in England in 1210
• The barbers organized into a professional guild that governed their 

training, jobs, pay, and the number of barbers
• Training and guild requirements could vary greatly though



Leprosy
• Infection by the bacteria Mycobacterium leprae 

which can lead to damage of the nerves, 
respiratory tract, skin, and eyes. 

• The earliest evidence is a skeleton found in India 
in 2009 that dates to 2000 BCE. It traveled with 
humans along their migration routes, including 
those of trade in goods and slaves. 

• Historically, it was believed to be extremely 
contagious and divinely ordained, leading to 
enormous stigma against its sufferers. 

• As of 2020, 200,000 cases have been reported 
worldwide (a dramatic decrease from previous 
years). About 200 cases per year are reported in 
the United States (Central Florida accounts for 
nearly 1 out of 5 cases nationwide).



Leper Communities/Leprosaria
• Isolated settlements 

historically created to 
quarantine people 
with Hansen's disease

• Outside of cities
• Self-sufficient/received 

care/organized 
communities 

• Huge social stigma



Bimaristan (in the Medieval Middle East)
• A hospital in the historic Islamic 

world. These mobile tent hospitals 
carried medications, food, and water, 
and traveled with physicians and 
pharmacists to aid those in need. 

• Baghdad, Damascus, and Cairo 
house the most well-known form of 
these early hospitals. 

• The services provided from the mobile 
hospitals transitioned into the other 
Islamic hospitals as time went on. 
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