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SUMMARY 

 

Since this thesis focuses on the term medicine, the first thought that may come into one’s 

mind revolves around the concept of disease. This is only natural. Medical art was and remains 

essentially a constant battle against disease. However, disease is not simply an imbalance 

afflicting the biological mechanism. It represents a special phenomenon that is intertwined with a 

series of other phenomena. It may be regarded as a cause, but also as an effect. Let us take a look 

at the 19
th

 century, a period by definition associated with the process of modernization. Changes 

in the field of medicine started with the problems raised by the society of those times: infant 

mortality, as a result of maladies; the industrial boom, as a generator of illness. The state had to 

intervene by consolidating a mechanism of the health system. The outcome was materialized in 

the state policy towards the population’s health, the physicians’ responsibility, as well as the role 

assumed by the individuals themselves. Ailment spurred research, and in the 19
th

 century, 

hospitals became the site of experimentation. Of course, these are merely some examples, 

sufficient for us to prove that we ought to relate ourselves not to the history, but to the “histories” 

of medicine. Disease is directly related to a number of factors, be they political, social, 

economic, or spiritual. 

It is the thread of this connection that we attempt to follow throughout the course of our 

research. Why Transylvania? Why the late 19
th

 century and the beginning of the next? My 

concerns about the modern history of our space represented a starting point. This period 

coincided with a dynamic segment of medical science, an age when the appetite for the medical 

profession increased considerably, a time of initiatives, experiments, and of great 

accomplishments. It was the century of “modern science”. Transylvania too was going through a 

period of transformations, from old to new value systems. The medicine of the 19
th

 century 

represented and was perceived as a challenge to the Transylvanian society, situated at the 

crossroads between tradition and modernization. 



Our approach started from several interrogations that have their roots in the above-

mentioned connection, in the intertwining between the phenomenon of disease and the social, 

political, economic, and religious factors. Here are some questions: What was the public health 

policy promoted by the modern state in the late 19
th

 century, and how and to what extent was it 

implemented in Transylvania? What were the major epidemics that swept across the 

Transylvanian area during this time? What were the indicated therapeutic means? What caused 

the young Romanian Transylvanians to opt for the Faculty of Medicine, given that their studies 

involved high costs, that for those who returned to or had remained in Transylvania this 

profession was poorly paid, and the medical practitioner was perceived as a harbinger of death in 

the rural world? Also referring to this village world, where the Church and the School had gained 

special respect, which was the role of these institutions, whose assistance was requested by the 

State and the medical elite in the fight against disease? It was with this world, where tradition, 

superstition, and ignorance persisted, that physicians would have to grapple. What were the 

means of disseminating the importance of medical science across this segment of society, in a 

century, above all, of preventive medicine? 

In the introductory part, we outlined some of the guiding principles of Romanian 

historiography. We insisted on them, since our approach is intended as a contribution that carries 

on, to some extent, the trajectories our historiography. We believe that it is worth valorizing new 

aspects referring to the Romanian contributions to what medicine generally represents as a 

science, as well as to the manner in which the Romanian society in Transylvania perceived the 

impact produced by the various maladies. This research aims to provide a comprehensive 

perspective on the implications of the phenomenon of disease. We started from the premise that 

medical science is not simply a list that includes groundbreaking discoveries. The art of 

Hippocrates is centered on man, on the suffering individual, and the struggle against disease has 

been as long as the history of humanity. This work will highlight a temporal segment covering 

the period from the end of the 19
th

 century until the early 20
th

 century, which stood under the 

sign of change in Transylvania. Innovations occurring in science, transformations affecting 

society; a society undergoing modernization; medicine, a science perceived as “modern”. These 

two phenomena would influence each other. 

Our approach is not based on a theoretical model. What we did was take advantage of the 

directions already set by our historiography and, like in a puzzle, connect them, attempting to 



outline as complete a perspective as possible, guided by the signs of transformations in the 

Transylvanian society and the entwinement between the medical art, the phenomenon of disease 

and various factors (social, political, economic, spiritual): indices of the modernization process. 

We corroborated the existing specialized literature with a series of original, unpublished 

documents and with sources from the period we refer to, which are less known but worth being 

valorized. Given that the subject has not received special attention in the historiography abroad, 

we resorted to various works in our attempt to place certain topics in a broader, European 

context. 

* 

We considered that the first topic addressed should be the legislative framework. Sanitary 

laws with a modern character were, in Europe, an achievement of the 19
th

 century. As far as the 

Austro-Hungarian Monarchy was concerned, two moments were crucial: 1870, when the 

government from Vienna issued the Imperial Health Act, and 1876, when the Hungarian Interior 

Ministry passed the law on public hygiene. 

The first chapter is dedicated to the sanitary legislation in Transleithania between 1876 

and 1914. Inspired by English and French laws, the members of the National Sanitary Council in 

Budapest kept up with the specific trends from the west of the old continent. They proposed a 

bill to the Ministry of Interior. Not long afterwards, the first modern legislation was passed: Law 

Article no. XIV of 1876 on public hygiene. With a few changes, this legislation was the 

foundation on which the public health system was built up until the end of World War I. 

Our desire was to valorize the articles of this law: the first subchapter sheds light on the 

part referring to public health, which became a state responsibility. The state gave the local 

authorities a key role in monitoring compliance with the law governing: health promotion 

(maintaining public hygiene, caring for the underprivileged), the practice of medical staff 

(physicians, midwives, and pharmacists), health institutions (public and private hospitals, 

pharmacies), etc. The next subchapter emphasizes the characteristics of the public health service. 

Based on the above-mentioned article of the law, on the enactment of 1908 (which brought 

welcome changes to the law of 1876), we insisted on the duties of the medical personnel (the 

physicians from the communes, the cercuri, the plăşi, and the counties; midwives, pharmacists), 

on their responsibilities, their required qualifications, the mandatory training preceding their 

effective embarking on medical practice. We paid special attention to the veterinarians, because 



their duties were established only in 1890 (as a result of the organization of higher education in 

the field). In this chapter we insisted on social security too, which was enacted in the early 20
th

 

century. 

 The sanitary legislation of 1876 (and the subsequent amendments) was largely conceived 

to ensure a consolidated health care system. Inspired by Western European thinking, the 

normative principles were countered by a mentality that made them difficult to perceive, 

highlighting the discrepancy between theory and reality. 

Because disease is the protagonist of medical science and health legislation is intended to 

outline a system capable of keeping this phenomenon under control, in other words, to prevent it, 

another issue that deserves to be addressed is that of preventive medicine. In the second 

chapter, devoted to preventive medicine, we endeavored, albeit briefly, to offer a historical 

overview, accompanied by a picture of the disease symptoms (for the less informed readers). We 

also gave a historical description of the major epidemics that affected Transylvania at the end of 

that century: smallpox, tuberculosis, cholera, diphtheria, influenza, trachoma, etc. 

The fight against disease remained a constant undertaking, as reflected in the following 

two subchapters. At that time, medicine was experimenting, but effective remedies had been 

discovered only for two diseases: smallpox and diphtheria. For the other diseases, cholera, 

tuberculosis, typhoid, trachoma, compliance with the norms of hygiene continued to be essential. 

In times of epidemic, the involvement of the authorities led to the issuance of various provisions 

of a preventive nature. We have also presented plant-based recipes, recommended by the 

physicians, one reason being the interest in herbal medicine manifested throughout the 

contemporary world. 

Our research also revealed “universal cures,” tinctures that promised a guaranteed effect, 

not only because of the physicians’ constant efforts to prevent their sale, but also because of the 

attractive advertisements which were, most of the times, quite amusing. 

In the 19
th

 century, “spa going” was a genuine fashion. Our aspiration was to shed light 

on a phenomenon that gained momentum at the end of the 19
th

 century: the development of the 

resorts and, with them, of the therapeutic techniques. Transylvania is a very rich realm in this 

regard and it is worth uncovering the history of these resorts, how they were frequented, their 

points of attraction, as well as the therapeutic means they offered. 



Nowadays, a topic of substantial interest refers to the relationship between medicine and 

the Church, science and faith, between bodily illness and sin, a deeply entrenched phenomenon. 

At the end of the second chapter, we emphasized the relationship between physicians and priests, 

insisting on the role that the Church was called to assume. 

In a village world dominated by tradition, superstition, and ignorance, in which 

individuals could hardly earn their daily living, health was certainly not a priority. Moreover, the 

relatively low rate of literacy led to all the achievements of medicine, all the efforts made by the 

State and the medical elite, in order to prevent the danger of disease, being accepted with great 

difficulty. However, this issue seemed to have a solution: popularization literature, a specific 

production at the end of the 19
th

 century, as evidenced in the third chapter. Although there were 

barriers, the echoes of ASTRA remained without effect: the publication of brochures, the 

delivery of lectures, the awards granted to the best works, and the establishment of the People’s 

Library. The main obstacle was the language. It was obvious that the adaptation of scientific 

terminology so that it would be understood by all would be difficult. The published articles and 

books were mainly focused on the subject of hygiene, that branch of medical science that seeks 

to prevent disease. The three subchapters examine this aspect. 

Medical science remains an art in the service of which the followers of Hippocrates 

engaged themselves over time. Theirs was merit of experimenting, proving and finding effective 

solutions. Our historiography has no work that captures an overview of the medical Romanian 

elite in Transylvania from the mid-19
th

 century until the beginning of the next. The last chapter 

is intended to fill this gap. 

Some of the young people attended faculties from abroad, while others opted for the 

newly established university in the heart of Transylvania. The universities that ranked high in the 

students’ options were those of Cluj, Budapest and Vienna. 

We considered it relevant to provide a few impressions of student life, because the 

encounter with the social and scientific life at the European universities (especially in Vienna) 

had a great impact on the young Transylvanians, who were often deprived of opportunities. The 

lack of money was supplemented by aid from various foundation grants: the Gojdu Foundation, 

the Frontier Guard Funds, the scholarships offered by the Orthodox and the Greek-Catholic 

Metropolitan Sees. The difficulties they encountered were not without consequences. Their 



accomplishments were outstanding, the names of certain Transylvanian Romanian physicians 

entering the pages of the history of world medicine. 

Once they completed their university studies, these young people embarked on different 

professional trajectories: some distinguished themselves abroad, others locally. The next three 

chapters are devoted to their professional careers. 

* 

One of the premises from which our research started was that medicine is not just a 

sequence of experiments and discoveries. Its history offers something more than that. The focus 

of attention is on man, on human suffering. But disease does not indicate a mere imbalance of 

the body. It is a phenomenon with multiple ramifications. 

In 19
th

-century Transylvania, Hippocrates’ art was perceived as a modern science, and it 

is true that during this period its achievements were not few. It was a time of transition. The 

theme of the modernization Romanian society underwent remains a source of debate in our 

historiography. The 19
th

 century was strewn with challenges to medical science, and this, in turn, 

turned into a challenge for the people who were contemporary with those times. Through 

physicians, the modern state preached the general good, for the welfare of a state could only be 

achieved with the support of a healthy population. The problems faced by the society, which 

grappled with the difficult road of modernization, were tantamount with incentives for medical 

research on the danger represented by disease and its consequences. 

There were also signs of change. A legal breakthrough was the valorization of the role 

played by the medical personnel, and the transformations that occurred in the social structure 

mirrored the course of modernization. Gradually, the physicians’ status changed, and they began 

to be trusted. This is attested by the growing number of hospitals, the statistics indicating that at 

the turn of the 20
th

 century, the number of those hospitalized and of the days of treatment 

increased considerably. The infant mortality rate decreased. Health legislation placed more 

emphasis on training midwives. An ever growing interest was manifested towards the 

achievements in the field of medicine. What was characteristic of this period was clinical 

experimentation. The first ovarectomy in Transylvania and one of the first nephrectomies in 

Europe were performed at Cluj. The Psychiatric Hospital in Sibiu was, at that time the largest in 

South-Eastern Europe. Balneology developed remarkably, and therapeutic techniques became 



more advanced. The balneary and climate resorts of Transylvania showed that the periphery 

could indeed compete with the center. 

It was not possible for a Romanian school of medicine in Transylvania to gain shape. The 

young Romanian Transylvanians were professionally trained abroad, and they took over the 

models of that space, attempting to adapt them to Transylvania. But we should not forget that the 

studies and researches undertaken by these doctors were successful and through their 

contribution, some of them remained entrenched in the history of medicine, doing honor to 

Romanian culture. The Transylvanian Romanian physicians who completed their studies at the 

end of the 19
th

 century left their mark on medical education and the health system of Greater 

Romania. 

The fact is that for all the young Romanians in Transylvania, the studies they carried out 

abroad represented both an opportunity and a challenge. Having come, in their majority, from the 

rural areas and having crossed the borders of the European West, they became accustomed with 

new currents of thought and experienced a world in constant progress. Those who returned 

expressed their desire to impose the principles of another way of being. An abyss emerged 

between desire and reality. In Transylvania, medical practice overlapped a world village that was 

barely able to perceive the “new”. In this space what was needed were effective ways to teach 

this “new”. As a physician, one had difficulty convincing the peasants that health had a high 

price. A difficult endeavor, for making oneself understood, speaking “the language of all” and 

adapting scientific terminology to popular language were not easy. There were attempts that 

resulted in articles, textbooks, or popularization books. Physicians were aware that it was the 

priests and the teachers who had a certain authority in the villages and enlisted their assistance. 

The Church created its own discourse. Disease, a gift from God, no longer appeared as a simple 

result of sin or divine test, but as a consequence of superficiality. Created in the image and 

likeness of God, man was called to seek perfection, and perfection was attained through 

knowledge. 

We noted how the doctors, priests and teachers became true instruments in the service of 

renewal. Being aware of the changes in society, they preached in the village world - rooted as it 

was in tradition, in immobility - the fact that science meant hope for the better. Probably this is 

one of the reasons why a topic like death was absent from the discourse built around the dangers 

of disease. 



Disease remains a constant of history, and facing it is proof that man will never cease to 

hope for “eternal youth and life without death.” The challenge remains, regardless of the times. 
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