
1 

EÖTVÖS LORÁND UNIVERSITY
FACULTY OF HUMANITIES

THESES OF DOCTORAL (PHD) DISSERTATION

KATALIN SIMON

SURGEONS AND SURGERY IN HUNGARY
BETWEEN 1686 AND 1848 

Budapest 
2011 



2 

I. INTRODUCTION
Becoming a doctor and practising as a doctor has its strict orders today. The basics of 

medical knowledge are common, the acquirement of special store of learning is possible only 
after this. Until the second half of the 19th Century, the so-called Medical Market was much 
more various. Many different healers practised in the 18th Century with diverse educational 
background and activity field. Beside the migrant specialists (lithotomi, herniotomi, dentists, 
oculists), diseases could be cured by the family of the patient, by laic healers, by barbers, 
bath-attendants, surgeons, and finally by the physician. The surgeon had to cure the so-called 
„external diseases”, and got his knowledge in the guild or in the army. Before the Public 
Health Law in 1876 there was only one edict, which concerned every field of public health 
issues. According to this, the Generale Normativum of 1770, surgeons were subordinated to 
physicians. After the ediction of the Generale Normativum, many edicts ordered the surgeons 
to practise as obstetrician and veterinarian, some of them was also a dentist – so, they became 
surgeons and specialists, too. From the beginning of the 18th Century, much more surgeons 
practised and lived in Hungary than doctors of medicine, therefore they played more 
important role in the public health of the country. After all, there are no detailed and 
elaborated works about in the Hungarian literature of History of Medicine, and some of the 
studies are inaccurate, their authors analyze only minor details, while some of them are based 
on stereotypes. Therefore we needed archival researches, wherewith we tried to modulate the 
– negative – picture of surgeons. My intention was to make a monography about the surgeons 
of Hungary from 1686 to the revolution of 1848, similar to the social- and cultural historical 
elaborations about German surgeons of this time (for Example Sander 1989, Gross 1999) 

II. SOURCES OF THE THEME, METHODS AND RESULTS OF ELABORATION
I tried to approach in various ways the social, scientific and cultural status of surgeons 

and surgery in Hungary in the 18th and 19th Century. My main research fields and topics 
were: 1. the development of surgery until the appearance of narcosis with ether- and 
chloroform, and typical methods of surgery of this age; 2. the ways of becoming a surgeon, 
before the academic training, norms, functions and principles of guilds of barbers or surgeons; 
3. education of surgeons int he Faculty of Medicine in Nagyszombat, Buda and Pest, the role 
of the Faculty of Medicine in the Habsburg Empire, changes in the group of students, 
examining their religion, place of birth and family background; 4. the role of surgeons in the 
Public Health of Hungary, analyzing the conscriptions of them and the laws and edicts of this 
age, and finally 5. social history of surgeons, demonstrated in case studies. 

1. The development of surgery from the 18th Century to 1848 
To present the technical development of surgery, I used text-books, school-books and 

dissertations of this age. Moreover, I found in the sources of Departamentum Sanitatis, 
Archive of the Hungarian Council of Governor, Hungarian National Archives, and in the 
Codex Sanitario-Medicinalis by X. F. Linzbauer (a very rich sourcebook from the 19th 
Century) descriptions of surgical tool-kits, too. The five-volume opus about the development 
of surgery in German places by Michael Sachs (Geschichte der operativen Chirurgie, 2000-
2004) was also useful. 

2. Instructions of surgeons in the 18th Century, Guilds of Barbers and Surgeons in 
Hungary 

First step in analyzing the guilds of barbers, surgeons and bath attendants was the 
examination of privileges of these guilds. Some of them was already published at the above 
mentioned book of Linzbauer, in the opus of Gyula Magyary-Kossa, Magyar Orvosi Emlékek 
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(Relics and recollection of Hungarian Medicine), in the volumes of Az Mester Embernek jó 
rendtartása… (a source-book with privileges of diverse guilds in Hungary), and in local 
historical books. Some of them was elaborated by archival writings, for Example privileges in 
the Archiv of Chancellery, Hungarian National Archives or in the writings of Council of 
Buda, in Budapest City Archives. According to these privileges, we can say, that the method 
of training a to-be surgeon was strictly controlled and normated. They started it at the age of 
10 or 12, and they were apprentices (inas, tyro, Lehrling) at least for 3 years. After this, they 
worked as journeymen (legény, sodalis, Gesell) beside their master for the same time or more, 
which was followed by they wandering years. These privileges inform us about the items of 
the master exams, which meant actually cooking and making of unguents and plasters until 
1761. The exception was Pest, where the statutes ordered an exam in front of the doctor from 
1745. Not only the number of masters and offices were brought under regulation, the 
apprentices and the journeymen could change their master only in well-founded cases, so, 
they were totally given over to their masters. A unique case, bu the journeymen of Debrecen 
had their own organization, with their own, independent head and conventions, similar to the 
head of the masters and the guild. Although the guilds had strict orders, and an outsider could 
hardly get into it, if it was necessary, they looked after and did for their members. 
 Beside the privileges, I used special Examples for the members of these guilds. Most 
of the resources for this was in the writings Acta Sanitatis, Archives of the Hungarian Council 
of Governor, Hungarian National Archives, and in Budapest City Archives (sources of the 
guild of surgeons in Pest), but I also used probate documents, for Example inventories. 
Thanks to these sources, we could reconstruct the construction and the accomodation of the 
workshops (officina, tonstrina) of barbers and surgeons of this age, and the methods of 
changing ownership. 
 A great part of the sources, especially in the Archives of the Hungarian Council of 
Governor, record conflicts of interest. Most of them was written after 1761, the year, when the 
new surgical exam, in front of a doctor of medicine or a physician was instituted and became 
obligatory for new masters of surgery. The reason of these quarrels was, that the members of 
the guild hardly accepted these newcomer surgeons, who, if they wanted to live in a royal 
liberal city, not only had to become a burgess of it, but also a member of a guild. In front of 
the council of these cities and the Hungarian Council of Governor, the guild used the 
following arguments: the place doesn’t need another surgeon, neither a new workshop 
(officina), because they can hardly survive and coast too, and the candidate doesn’t know 
anything. If these arguments had no effect, they started to malign his character. The 
Hungarian Council of Governor tried to make professional decisions, but they couldn’t supple 
the potency of guilds, as these controversies lasted for years. The dissolution of the guilds of 
surgeons was the consequence of the introduction of academic diplom and education of 
surgery in the Universities. 

3. Academical education of surgeons in Hungary, in the University of Nagyszombat, 
later Buda and Pest (1770-1848) 

Sources for this chapter were the registers, the books of Promotions and books of 
Classifications of the Archives of Semmelweis University. The surgeons of these books were 
given into a database. The academical education of surgeons began in the scholar year of 
1774/5 in Nagyszombat, but due to the changed requirements, written in the Generale 
Normativum in 1770, we found from the establishment of the Faculty of Medicine in 
Nagyszombat students, who made exams (examina rigorosa) to become Master of Surgery. 
The books of Promotions contain personal data of surgeons (date and place of birth, age, 
religion) and the date and result of the exams. Sometimes they wrote informations about their 
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earlier studies and the questions of the exams. The books of Classifications remained only 
from the scholar year 1787/8, until 1845/6, so, if it was possible, the informationsn about 
students of the missing years (1823/4 and 1846/7) were elaborated from the registers. 
Personal data are the same in the registers and the book of Classifications, but the former 
contains data about earlier education (in guild or in the Collegium Medico-Chirurgicum in 
Kolozsvár, or in Lemberg), the later has information about the training and its effectiveness – 
it’s important, especially in the „Reform Age” (1825-1848), in view of growing number of 
students, while we can follow, who remained from the first scholar year of German and 
Hungarian surgeons at the end of the year, and who, and why quit up his studies. 
 The difficulties of the beginning, the fast changing regulation of surgical education, 
the Napoleonic wars caused that the number of students of surgery was small and it didn’t 
grow either. The seminars were held in Latin, except the years of Joseph II. Beside the 
’ordinary’ (ordinarius) courses, a new, ’correptens’ course was introduced in 1804/5, where 
the lessons were held in vernacular language, German and Hungarian. Thanks to this, these 
two courses became very popular, and the ordinary course was abolished in 1808/9, remained 
the German and the Hungarian. The education in vernacular language, the new kind of 
certificate, the civil surgeon and obstetrician (chirurgus civilis), which was created in 1816 in 
Hungary, and the prohibition of peregrination caused the growth of number of surgeon-
students in Pest by the 1820’s. Especially the German courses were very popular, and not only 
in Hungary, but also among students from other parts of the Habsburg Empire. In the ’Reform 
Age’ (1825-1847) 2618 people studied surgery in Pest. One fourth was not from Hungary, 
mainly from Bohemia, Moravia and Galizia. Most of these students were Jewish, as they after 
the Jewish enlightment, the haskala, tried to find those disciplines, where religions do not 
matter. There were students of surgery in Pest from Transylvania, too. They prefered the 
Hungarian course. Although Transylvania had its own institution, the Collegium Medico-
Chirurgicum for becoming surgeons, it could give a certificate for its students, which was 
valid only inside Transylvania, while the Faculty of Medicine in Pest gave its students 
diplomas, which allowed them to practise in the whole empire. Most of the students came 
from artisan family, except the Jews, whose father or tutor was mainly merchant. Some 
students’ father or tutor was surgeon, doctor of medicie or pharmacist. Due to the first cholera 
epidemy, the new curriculum after 1833/4, the renewedly appearing possibilities of 
peregrination, and the fervent debate about education of ’lower surgery’, the number of 
surgeon-students slowly began to decrease from the end of the 1830’s. However, the number 
of students in the Hungarian course grew between 1833 and 1844. 

4. Employed and private surgeons from the 18th Century to 1848  
For analyzing the role of surgeons in the public health of Hungary, main sources were 

the different conscriptions of these centuries. After the Turkish occupation, due to the low 
number of doctors of medicine, the cure of inhabitants was mainly the barbers’ or surgeons’ 
duty. At the beginning of the 18th Century, most useful resources on this topic are the 
conscriptions of taxpayers from 1715 and 1720, but thanks to the diverse forms, accuracy and 
elaboration, they are not proper to make general conclusions about them. For Example, not 
every conscription marks the occupations of the inhabitance, and contrary to this, some of 
them describes the main information about the local guilds of barbers, bath-attendants or 
surgeons. In the above mentioned archives of Acta Sanitatis (Hungarian National Archives), 
we can find from 1747-1749 the reports of counties and royal liberal cities, which were sent to 
the Hungarian Council of Governor almost regularly, year by year. 
 The first conscriptions (1747-1749) mention 187 surgeons, 11 bath-attendants and 4 
bath-attendant and surgeon by number or by name. These reports are very laconic, some of 
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them say only, that they have surgeons, without further information (name, educational 
background). The reports from the 1760’s contain much more data, because the physician, 
who wrote them, not only listed, but examined the barber-surgeons, too. The physician listed 
the family background, the knowledge and education of these barbers or surgeons. According 
to these ratings, we can say, that those surgeons, who previously practised in the army, knew 
generally more about medicine and surgery (including anatomy), as they had more experience 
in surgery there. The knowledge of surgeons from guilds wasn’t always in such level. 

Making reports and send it to the Hungarian Council of Governor became regular and 
systematical in the years of Emperor Joseph II. These reports can be found among the 
documents of Departamentum Sanitatis (Hungarian Council of Governor, Hungarian National 
Archives). The so-called Conduite-lists became less complex and more schematic after the 
death of Joseph II, disappeared the Conduite-rubric, where the character of the person was 
written down, and disappeared the marking of them into first or second classes (according to 
the rules of Joseph II, a surgeon with certificate from the university belonged to the first 
class). The reports contain the personal data of employed and private doctors of medicine, 
surgeons and pharmacists in the county or royal liberal city. These registrations were similar 
to the registers of the universities, they list the name, religion, place of birth, age, residence, 
type and date of diploma with the name of the faculty, known languages, and, if the doctor or 
surgeon was employed by the county or the city, the place of service, title and type of 
employment and salary. The Hungarian Council of Governor took care of every part in public 
health, which means in the question of surgery, that they controlled the employed surgeons, 
surgical placements, the conditions of their toll-kit, the forensic autopsies, which were the 
duty of the surgeon, and from 1804 the vaccination. Thanks to the huge quantity of these 
papers, I used the writings of some years as samples. 
 The book Magyarországi Orvosrend…(Medical personnel of Hungary, 1840, edited 
by Pál Bugát and Ferenc Flór, editors of Orvosi Tár) was also useful. This work contains 
every doctors of medicine, surgeons and pharmacists, who lived in Hungary in 1840 (it 
mentions midwives only in number). The data of this book confirms the disproportion 
between doctors and surgeons (masters of surgery or civil surgeons), which originated from 
the 18th Century, but in the middle of the 19th Century was also a vivid question of public 
health in Hungary. In this time 562 doctors of medicine and 1055 ’lower surgeons’ lived here, 
but we have to add to this, that the counties Szepes, Varaždin, Zagreb and Požega didn't send 
their data to the editors (as county Varaždin and Zagreb was a part of Croatia, their 
information is not relevant in this question). The fact, that much more surgeon lived in the 
country than doctor, and it seemed, that they can easily found more patiens, who trusted them, 
caused many conflicts between doctors and surgeons. The debate was started by Szaniszló 
Töltény, a professor in the Josephinum, Vienna, who wrote an article in the single medical 
periodical of this time, the Orvosi Tár. After his article, many other essays were written about 
the topic here. The controversies erupted in the revolution of 1848 again, and the debate, 
which was originally a conflict between doctors of medicine (mainly from Pest) and surgeons, 
became wider. The proposals about the reform of education of surgery caused a break among 
surgeons, specifically between masters of surgery and civil surgeons. Finally, the debate was 
inefficient, as after the breaking-down of the war of independence in 1849, remained the 
traditional educational system, with the separated curriculum for doctors and surgeons. The 
modern system of education was founded in 1872, with unitary courses, curriculum and 
unitary diploma, as doctors of entire medicine (doctor medicinae universalis). 

5. Diverse forms of roles of surgeons in the society 
Examining the cultural and social history of surgeons in the 18th and 19th Century, we 



6 

had to reconstruct some of their lives. Sources for this can be found in various scripts, beside 
the country-wide reports and the registers and books in the Faculty of Medicine, useful 
writings were testaments, inventories, protocols of royal libers cities. Main research field was 
the surgeons of Buda and Pest in this chapter. Thanks to these sources, carreer, arrival and 
establishment of members of surgeon-families could be reconstructed. Most of them studied 
surgery already in a Hungarian guild. These last wills and inventories tell us about their 
family, properties (their officina) and surgery, as profession for generations. Due to the 
inventories, their erudition and interests are revealable too, for Example by particularly listed 
books. In most cases, the surgeons tried to transmit their profession to the offspring. From the 
end of the 18th Century, where the surgeon father educated his son to be a doctor of medicine 
(and sometimes doctor of surgery, too), or the surgeon father had a doctor and a surgeon son. 
The father of Friedrich Schillar was surgeon, and the great Hungarian doctor-dinasty, the 
Korányi-family has its surgeon-origins. The member of the first generation of doctors of 
medicine, Frigyes Korányi’s father, Seebald Kornfeld was master of surgery. The same 
phenomenon appears at the Stáhly-family: the professor of anatomy in the Faculty of 
Medicine in Pest, György Stáhly could study medicine and surgery from his childhood, as his 
father, Johann Georg Stáhly was a popular and erudite master of surgery in Pest, who 
practized in a great officina here. 

Beside the stories of individuals, we have to mention the first societies of surgery, 
which were founded in the ’Reform Age’. There are two known societies, the Budapesti
Sebészegylet (Society of Surgeons of Budapest), and the Moson vármegyei Sebészegylet 
(Society of Surgeons in County Moson). The first was founded in 1835 or 1837, so it is earlier 
than the famous Budapesti Királyi Orvosegyesület (Royal Society of Medicine in Budapest). 
We have only few and laconic sources about these surgical societies, their own writings 
doesn’t subsist. The society in Budapest was mentioned in the Orvosi Tár, 1847, it was 
probably refounded, as many other medical societies did in those years. According to their 
constitution, the society was primarily a forum for advanced studies and discussions about 
scientific questions. As an organization, they probably represented the interests of local 
surgeons more effective. The Society of Surgeons in Moson County is known only by its 
establishment in 1842. 

First and last, surgery started its uprise from handcraft to science by individuals, then 
by the development of surgical techniques. With the establishment of modern and integrated 
educational system in the universities of Austria-Hungary, surgery became a part of medical 
canon again. 
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