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Prologue

This book represents an important step in increasing our knowledge 
and understanding of the configuration and development of Romanian 
medicine in the second half of the nineteenth century and its changes 
and progress through the first half of the twentieth, until the end of 
World War II.

The authors, Sînziana Ionescu, Octavia-Luciana Madge, and Maria 
Besciu, are good representatives of their respective fields of knowledge. 
Ionescu is a surgeon who specialises in general surgery and surgical oncol-
ogy, with parallel expertise and research experience in the history of med-
icine. Madge is a renowned specialist in information and communication 
sciences and also a medical doctor specialising in general surgery and gen-
eral practice. Finally, Besciu is an experienced librarian at the Carol Davi-
la University of Medicine and Pharmacy in Bucharest and holds a PhD in 
the history of medicine It is evident from the results that their joint efforts 
have provided the text with a really valuable interdisciplinary perspective.

Romanian medicine had its own particular development through the 
times, coming, as all the medical systems in the world, from the magical 
and empirical medicine of the original tribes established in the diverse 
parts of their territory, with the differences in its concepts and peculiar-
ities brought by successive migrations. Groups coming from a variety 
of places in Central Asia, the Caucasus regions, and the north-eastern 
plains contributed initially, and afterwards, Romanian medicine was rep-
resented by the classic medicine brought there by the Romans and the 
establishment of legionary colonies developed later in villages and cities, 
most of them existing until today. There were established hospitals from 
early times, mainly valetudinaria, which provided healthcare for soldiers 
and their families, but that did not include teaching or the preparation of 
physicians or surgeons. Later, the Christian influence contributed to the 
charity care of patients and the Turkish presence (the enemy that needed 
to be kept on the other side of the frontier and away from political power) 
imparted a strong cultural influence, in this case on the value of medical 
knowledge and attention. This insight seems important because it left in-
stitutions specifically dedicated to healthcare that persisted for centuries 
despite political changes. The incorporation of cultural elements led to the 
consolidation of Romanian medicine with a deep concern for communi-
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cation and participation in European medical schools. This last theme is 
precisely the main scope of this book.

The authors have adopted a very interesting perspective as their axis to 
understand and situate the intellectual development of Romanian medical 
thought. The necessary historical facts they considered were the formation 
of physicians in the universities of the European world and the origins of 
this formation in its Romanian counterparts. Curiously, these last events 
came only in the nineteenth century and are clearly related to the influ-
ence of the clinical innovations that characterised French and Viennese 
medicine.

The first chapter clearly relates online information about the “oldest 
universities online with medical degrees.” The selection comes without 
doubt from an exploration of the actual presence of medieval universi-
ties in online environments. Why speak about the origins of a physician’s 
education in universities that are still functioning? Many of them were 
not related to the origins and development of Romanian medical higher 
education, but it is evident that all of them jointly constituted a reference 
mark of having a good idea of the scope of physicians’ higher education in 
Europe from the thirteenth to the mid-sixteenth centuries. It is interest-
ing to pay attention to some facts: Salerno, the first formal medical school 
in medieval Europe, is briefly mentioned, highlighting the fact that it 
reunited Greek, Latin, Arabic, and Hebrew traditions. Maybe it is due to 
the suspension of this tradition and successive changes in the nineteenth 
and twentieth centuries and the absence of online information about its 
current activities. The main historical source for the Salerno Medical 
School continues to be Salvatore de Renzi, Storia documentata della Scuola 
Medica di Salerno, published in 1857, with a view directed to unify tradi-
tion and modernisation, an effort which is parallel with the foundation of 
medical higher education institutions in Romania.

The selected universities are mainly Italian ones, some in England, 
Montpellier in France, and, logically, those in the cities and countries 
nearest to Romania: Prague, in the Czech Republic, Vienna University, 
and Iagelonian University in Krakow, Poland; Leipzig University, more 
distant, is also included surely due to history of attracting foreign students 
since its foundation in 1409. It is important to note the inclusion in this 
list of the Coimbra Faculty of Medicine in Portugal, whose influence was 
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due to the fact that it accepted students suspected of heterodoxy at other 
universities.

The authors briefly say that they did not include American universities 
due to the late start of medical studies in them, making reference to that 
of the University of Pennsylvania School of Medicine, which opened in 
1765 and was described as being the “oldest of its kind.” I would like to 
underline that the Faculty of Medicine at the then Royal and Pontificial 
University of Mexico was founded in 1578, but we also have to take into 
consideration that it did not have any influence towards the formation of 
foreigners, excepting those who went there, establishing themselves in 
New Spain (the territory later to be called Mexico).

The second chapter offers us a synthetic view of the origins of higher 
medical education in Romania. It invites us to virtually travel to Romania, 
specifically Bucharest, in the first half of the nineteenth century. From the 
start, its dominant figure was Carol Davila, an important figure who gave 
his name to the Carol Davila University of Medicine and Pharmacy in 
Bucharest, which at that time also included veterinary studies. This chap-
ter starts in 1832, when medical studies in Muntenia were reorganised, 
leaving the reader to perhaps have doubts about the previous existence of 
medical schools in the region. The subject did not fall under the scope of 
this book, but it opened the possibility of future research about it. The in-
formation provided in the chapter offers to the reader and possible future 
researchers a detailed narrative of the development of medical studies in 
Muntenia up to the General Medical-Military Institute of the Carol Da-
vila Division, which was the germ of what later became the Carol Davila 
University of Medicine and Pharmacy.

The figure of Carol Davila appears on many occasions in the pages of 
the text, always playing a preponderant role. He is undoubtedly, as pre-
sented by the authors, the key figure in the evolution of Romanian med-
icine towards a place in the international scene. A founder and promoter 
of institutions, not only of “higher” medical education but also of the care 
and education of orphans and abandoned children, Carol Davila receives 
very well-founded praise.

I now jump ahead to Chapter 4. I consider the inclusion of short 
biographic items of some of the relevant figures in the development and 
internationalisation of Romanian medicine to be a very important part of 
understanding this significant period. This is the focus of the fourth chap-
ter. In the first part of the chapter, these significant figures are presented 
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on the basis of their theses and the inherent contributions contained there. 
Most of the theses were presented in the last years of the nineteenth cen-
tury and there is an emphasis on the fact that some of the future professors 
and doctors at the University of Bucharest graduated outside Romania, 
mainly in Paris. This is the case of George Assaky, who graduated from 
Montpellier and Paris; Constantin Angelescu, who obtained his PhD in 
Paris and was a part of many European academic circles; other graduates 
from Parisian universities were Gheorghe Banu, Ion Cantacuzino, Car-
ol Davila, Mina Minovici, and Nicolae Constantin Paulescu, the latter 
being a very distinguished and important researcher on pancreatic sub-
stances producing hypoglycemia with works that predated the isolation 
of insulin by Banting and Best, among many others. However, as is easy 
to understand, not only did they bring the most recent achievements of 
French medicine to Bucharest, but they also made notable contributions 
to medical sciences in the international context. Besides Paulescu’s well-
known research on pancreatic hormonal substances, before and after the 
isolation of insulin, there were also Cantacuzino’s contributions to the 
cholera vaccination and the utilisation of high spinal anaesthesia proposed 
and put into practice by Thoma Ionescu and his disciple, Amza Jianu, and 
George Emil Palade’s work on ribosomes and intracellular membranes, 
which brought him a Nobel Prize. These are all good examples of the 
actuality and interaction of Romanian physicians and researchers at the 
international level.

Going back to the third chapter, which is undoubtedly the central one 
of the book, the authors offer an introduction (by way of a synthetic enu-
meration) of the Bucharest hospitals, mainly dating from the eighteenth 
century, and also a brief description of their characteristics and innova-
tions, as in the example of the pediatric hospital founded in 1836. After 
that comes the outlining of the objectives and methodology of the study, 
making it clear that the previous pages – that is, the relation of univer-
sities with medical high education present online and the revision of the 
creation and development of medical higher education institutions in Bu-
charest – are just an introduction to this main theme. The focus here is 
the description of thirty-two PhD theses defended at these Bucharest 
institutions during the period selected and specified by the authors, that 
is, from the first graduates to 1945, when, after World War II, interna-
tional relationships changed substantially. There are not so many theses in 
number, but it is convenient that they were chosen to represent an entire 
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category (of PhD theses from several decades), and therefore, they show 
samples of the work of the medical graduates in the Carol Davila Univer-
sity of Medicine and Pharmacy over time. It would be interesting to have 
the number of medical students who started their studies each year at this 
university, but it is evident that this falls into other fields of research.

The professors presented in Chapter 5 are listed in alphabetical order, 
which is clear but does not present their research themes and concepts 
as developing over time; in this section, the theses are presented in an 
apparent chronological order, apparently only because sometimes a thesis 
appeared some years after the expected sequential order. Maybe it is due 
to the fact that some of them were joined in the same volume and not 
always in chronological order, which is a good possibility. Anyway, it is 
not an important or decisive issue because the thesis presented in years ap-
pearing out of sequence are dated only a few years after or before the next 
one, not leaving temporal spaces, which could be significant in changes to 
medical knowledge.

The most important section of the book is the one that presents analyt-
ical dispositions and commentaries on the theses according to the dates of 
their presentation, divided into short periods. This section is rich in per-
spectives for future research as it identifies the precise moments in which 
the production and presentation of new knowledge or a critical approach 
to controversial themes appears. Also, after a synoptic table containing all 
of the thirty-two theses, with their authors, themes, number of pages, and 
a numerical account of international references in their bibliographies, 
comes another table with the theses organised according to their fields of 
knowledge and the specialities to which their themes pertain: anatomy, 
physiology, pathology, histology, and laboratory work in a basic scienc-
es group; a second one including internal medicine, infectious diseases, 
public health, and epidemiology; a third table with general surgery and 
surgical specialties; and a fourth one on themes which include more than 
one speciality. It is relevant to note that the topics identified in this last 
group were chorea in rheumatic fever in the first decade of the study and 
leprosy in the following one, calling attention to the fact that these two 
problems seriously affected the population at the time and were subject to 
many international studies and actions.

The organisation of the information presented in this book by decades 
enables the reader to understand the precise way in which Romanian 
medical innovations or critical contributions were made over time. An-
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other attractive feature of this book is the mentioning of relevant Roma-
nian and international contributions to the subject of each thesis through 
diagrams with summaries of historical developments.

The fourth chapter is a very well-done interlude covering the period be-
tween the thesis defended to obtain a PhD and its immediate significance 
and impact on the development and modernisation of Romanian medi-
cine and its debt and contributions to international knowledge. The means 
to achieve this end is through a series of short biographies of the authors 
followed by a table containing the names and dates of their lifetime, the 
thesis title, the author’s principal academic and scientific achievements, 
and their research fields.

The last pages of the book consist of a section containing an overview 
of the theses presented with the intention to detach and emphasise the 
research interests of the theses’ authors and their tutors. This is, undoubt-
edly, the culmination of the book, being a synthetic presentation of the 
theses, as was done in the other chapters but now with special attention 
not only to the medical themes treated in the theses and also their re-
lationships with the research themes of the theses supervisors and the 
place they occupied in the configuration and international projection of 
Romanian medicine. The second table in the chapter presents the precise 
research interests of the thesis supervisors, offering us a concise descrip-
tion of them and the orientation to localise references to published papers 
and, in the final pages, a series of fifteen diagrams centred on the figure 
of the thesis supervisor, showing the precise relationship between them 
and the national and international medical figures cited in the texts or 
related to the supervisors’ scientific work. These fifteen figures were se-
lected to be the most prominent exponents of Romanian medicine in the 
new international scientific medical panorama. In this case we have be-
fore us an image of each of them, starting out on the road of their studies 
and, for some of them, of their thematic fields. The names of I. Felix, N. 
Kalinderu, M. Manicatide, I. Nanu Muscel, A. Obregia, Z. Petrescu, P. 
Petrini, M. Petrini-Galati, F.I. Rainer, G. Romniceanu, C.D. Severeanu, 
N. Turnescu, as well as the better known I. Cantacuzino and T. Ionescu 
are waiting for biographical studies and also for deeper analysis of their 
contributions.

As the authors sustain, the list of PhD theses by medical postgraduate 
students at Carol Davila University of Medicine and Pharmacy in Bucha-
rest gives us a precise panorama of the predominant themes of academic 



interest in the period studied in this book and also the health problems 
attracting attention and the solutions proposed or attained. That is, it pro-
vides the main lines of the evolution of Romanian medicine, the influ-
ences that it affected it, and its contributions to medical knowledge at a 
national and worldwide level.

Presenting this book is, for me, a very pleasant and gratifying task. 
I want to express my most sincere congratulations to the three authors 
for their joint methodical research that gave this work a real interdisci-
plinary dimension. I particularly liked the integration of the results of 
the exploration of digital databases and the thorough archival identifica-
tion of the theses and other related documents. The construction of this 
body of knowledge was aimed at offering, when considered altogether, 
a very rich collection of material. This book is not only is a real success 
in itself but also opens up a wide range of perspectives for future studies 
and important research. In fact, it provides us with a detailed image of 
Romanian medicine in the past as well as a very detailed description of 
the first medical educational institutions in the country, especially Bucha-
rest’s faculties and universities. Finally, and at the core of the work, the 
research pulls together the individuals and documents that permit us to 
build a precise idea of the national and international academic exchanges 
in the health-related sciences of the time. This portrait of the significance 
of Romanian medicine is important not only for the nation (in terms of 
the nation-building activities that took place in the years covered by this 
work), but also for its transcendence on a worldwide stage.

Once more, I would like to express my sincere congratulations to the 
authors and encourage them to continue their substantial and fruitful re-
search.

Prof. Carlos A. Viesca y T. 
President of the International Society for the History of Medicine (ISHM) 
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