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RÉSUMÉ

Développement des musées médicaux des Balkans et 
leur contribution à l›histoire de la médecine: le rôle 
des collections médicales de l’Université Nationale et 
Kapodistrienne d’Athènes

La tradition de rassembler des objets médicaux dans 
les pays des Balkans est relativement nouvelle et elle 
est étroitement reliée aux origines des musées médi-
caux balkaniques. Au cours de la période turbulente 
du XIXe siècle dans l’histoire des Balkans, les musées 
et la médecine ont été considérés comme essentiels 
dans le processus des projets de construction de la na-
tion. En conséquence, les musées médicaux ont joué 
un rôle crucial non seulement dans l’éclairement de 
l’importance historique de la culture matérielle de la 
médecine balkanique, mais aussi dans l’ éducation et 
la formation des professionnels de la santé. Ce docu-
ment est concentré sur le caractère distinct des musées 
médicaux balkaniques, en présentant des exemples spé-
cifiques de musées médicaux des différents pays des 
Balkans. Il discute spécifiquement sur les aspects de 
l’histoire des sept collections médicales de l’Université 
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INTRODUCTION

Medical museums are very important institu-
tions in the study of the history of medicine. Before 
the establishment of early medical museums, there 
were attempts to display human body parts to a wider 
audience in the so called „Cabinets of Curiosities“ 
of the 16th and 17th c. These collections were catalyst 
for the development of medical museums in Western 
Europe, established mainly by elite groups. Later, in 
the 19th c., many private medical museums evolved 
as public events, like Dr. Kahn’si Anatomical and 
Pathological Museum in London (1851-1864). The 
Museum held about 800 anatomical models on dis-
play, centered around a Venus, a life sized model the 
organs of which could be detached. The aim of the 
Museum was to show the general public the extraor-
dinary structure of the human body and to inform on 
the harmful consequences to health1. 

The Balkan countries were and are religious-
ly and ethnically heterogeneous. Surely, it is the 
Balkans’ geographically diversity and multiplicity of 
languages and traditions that makes this region so 
appealing intellectually. Yet, the picture concerning 
the history of museums in the area still remains con-
fused by this wealth of languages and traditions. As 
a consequence, in the historical overview of muse-
ums, these countries continue to be neglected. As the 
professor of humanities Tomislav Sola (1948-) points 
out „museums in Balkans face the same problems 
that museums in the rest of Europe face, plus those 
brought by transition, conflict, disintegration and 
impoverishment“2. 

The history of Balkan museums is closely related 
to state nationalism in these countries. Most of the 
Balkan countries (such as modern Greece, Serbia, 
Romania and Bulgaria) were all established in the 
19th c., and some of them in the beginning of the 20th 
c. (such as an Independent Albania and Yugoslavia). 
During that period, museums and medicine were 
treated as an ethnic ingredient of the modern nation 
and were required to serve the national mission, as-
sisting other disciplines in the search for the nation’s 
former glory both culturally and politically3. Under 
these circumstances, health and hygiene became part 

of a larger biomedical agenda, serving as a vehicle 
for transmitting a social and political message. As a 
consequence, new systems of health and hygiene were 
instituted in the Balkans, in the beginning of the 19th 
c. Hence, an important factor to the professionaliza-
tion of medicine was the establishment of medical 
centers particularly in Istanbul (1827), Athens (1837) 
and Bucharest (1857/69) during that period 3, 4

,
 while 

the rest of the countries in the region had to wait 
until the 20th cii. 

HISTORY OF MEDICAL MUSEUMS: 
FOCUS ON BALKANS

The tradition of collecting medical items in 
Balkan countries is relatively a new one and it is 
closely associated with the above medical institu-
tions. In most of the Balkan countries the first medi-
cal collections were created in the mid 19th c. Unlike 
their western counterparts, in Balkans, the origins 
of medical museums can be found in the creation 
of medical institutions. As a consequence, the first 
medical museums came under the jurisdiction of hos-
pitals, universities and medical societies. Until these 
institutions were established, there was a lack in the 
creation of medical museums in these countries. So, 
deviations between Balkans and Western Europe can 
be mostly traced to the origins of early medical col-
lections, since the periods of European Renaissance 
and Enlightenment, in Balkans –which most of them 
were under the Ottoman Rule- there were no mem-
bers of the elite who could establish contemporary 
models of collecting5. 

We can claim that medical museums in Balkans 
can be characterized as „professional ones“, aiming 
to aid in medical education. Their goal was both to 
improve standards of health and to increase the levels 
of training professional anatomists for surgery and 
pathologists for diagnosing disease. Later, they aimed 
at educating the general public. Hence, their mission 
was to be made and used for didactic purposes. 

Museums in Balkan after the mid-20th century 
followed the models of development of such institu-
tions in Europe and can be classified, according to 
Ken Arnold’s classification, to museums aimed as 

Nationale et Kapodistrienne d’Athènes (UoA), leur 
rôle passé et actuel dans la formation médicale, le pa-
trimoine culturel et la vie universitaire.

Mots-cles: Musées médicaux balkaniques, Uni-
versité Nationale et Kapodistrienne d’Athènes, collec-
tions médicales, histoire des musées médicaux, mu-
sées universitaires, histoire de la médecine.

Abbreviations: 
UoA: National and Kapodistrian University of Athens
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medical education, public health education and mu-
seums of history of medicine6. 

Museums of medical education

The Museum of Rarities, which is one of the 
first medical museum in Balkans, established in the 
Military Hospital in Belgrade in 1844, represents 
a transition from the cabinets of curiosities to pro-
fessional museums that focused on medical educa-
tion5. The museum exhibits comprised collections of 
Pathology, Objects from the Animal Kingdom, and 
a Mineral Collection and it is a precursor of future 
medical museums. 

In the 19th century, collections of prepara-
tions having been used for professional training of 
doctors, were in the possession of medical societies 
which, later on, on the ground of these collections, 
founded museums. Such a collection was that of 
pathoanatomical macroscopic preparations, held by 
the Serbian Medical Society founded in 1872. As the 
Serbian Medical Society had no building of its own 
until 1932, the Collection was kept in the Nature 
Cabinet of the renowned botanist and physician 
Josif Pančić (1814-1888) at the Great School and was 
probably incorporated in the Museum of the Serbian 
Land, when it was founded in 18955. The Serbian 
Medical Society’s Museum of Serbian Medicine was 
founded several years later, on 6 November 1955, 
within the Department of the History of Medicine 
and Pharmacy, headed by an eminent historian of 
medicine, Professor Vladimir Stanojević (1886-1978). 

After the founding of medical centers in Balkans 
and the Faculties of Medicine in the Universities, 
numerous collections and museums were founded 
for the purpose of educating health profession-
als at the clinics, such as the museum of Anatomy 
(1840), the museum of Anthropology (1866) and the 
Criminology Museum (1932) in the National and 
Kapodistrian University of Athens (UoA).

Museums of healthcare 

and public health education

In the 20th c. many medical museums were used 
by national states and local governments as tools 
for public sanitation, health and hygiene. In the be-
ginning of 20th c. the Museum of Hygiene of UoA, 
Athens (1932), and the Healthcare Museum (1930) 
in Serbia were established. Unfortunately the latter’s 
work was interrupted by the wars and it does not 
exist today. In Istanbul the best known example is 
Health Museum. The Museum is closely connected 
with Dr. Hikmet Hamdi (1872-1931) who was physi-
cian, artist and medical inspector. In this Museum, 
which no longer exists, oil paintings of Dr. Hamdi 
were designed to raise popular awareness on mumps, 

cholera and syphilis, and other diseases. Informative 
mouldings and posters on various diseases and meth-
ods of protection were also on display 7, 8. Another 
related example is the Museum of School of Public 
Health in Zagreb (Croatia) with various exhibits, such 
as pictures, posters and statistical maps. 

 Some hospitals, such as the „Andreas Sygros“ 
dermato-venereological hospital in Athens, Greece, 
have established significant collections for teach-
ing. The Moulding Museum of „Andreas Sygros“ 
Hospital was established in 1912 by the distinguished 
Professor of Dermatology and Syphilology George 
Photinos (1876-1958), in the newly founded „Andreas 
Sygros“ dermato-venereological hospital. Today, the 
Moulding Museum of „Andreas Sygros“ hosts the 
third largest international moulding collection fol-
lowing Paris and Vienna Hospital, consisting of 1660 
items depicting a variety of skin disorders of an excel-
lent artistic quality.

These museums were mostly visited by school 
children and their aim was to ensure the populariza-
tion of hygiene principles, using models, paintings, 
posters and mouldings9. 

Museums of history of medicine

The 20th century has seen a number of develop-
ments in Balkan medical museums. It led to the crea-
tion of museums of the history of medicine, aimed at 
understanding medicine’s past as a significant part of 
human effort6. These museums were often associated 
with the passions of medical retired men, established 
in buildings associated with the history of medicine, 
such as hospitals or universities. Most of the collec-
tions of these museums were founded aiming to save 
„old material“ from being destroyed or lost, to be pre-
served for the following generation and to be used 
as a mean of education, describing the evolution of 
medical knowledge and technology.

One of the first museums of history of medicine 
in Balkans was the Museum of History of Medicine 
of the University of Belgrade, founded in 1937, upon 
initiative of Dr. Risto Jeremic (1869-1952) a sur-
geon and historian of medicine. Another example 
is the Museum of the History of Medicine in Varna 
Bulgaria, which was founded in 1869 as the first char-
ity hospital in Bulgaria. The Museum shows history 
of medicine – from the Antiquity to the Renaissance 
and the development of the medical services after the 
Liberation of Bulgaria. 

A part of museums of the history of medicine 
was set up by medical entrepreneurs, often emerg-
ing as repositories of particular institutions. Such a 
museum is the Medical History Museum in Istanbul, 
founded by prof. Nil Sari in 1985, where manuscripts, 
books, medical miniatures and old medical material 
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are displayed. In Istanbul, another example of a hos-
pital building converted into a museum of history of 
medicine is the Complex of Sultan Beyazid II which 
is a hospital museum of Trakya University, that pre-
sents the history of medicine in Turkey. The complex 
contains a medical center that remained in operation 
for four centuries from 1488 until the Russo-Turkish 
War (1877–78), especially notable for its treatment 
methods for mental disorders8. The museum today 
is the second most visited historical site in Edirne 
and it was granted the European Council’s „Museum 
Award“ in 2004. 

Most of these kinds of museums are housed 
in historic venues, such as the History of Pharmacy 
Museum in Cluj-Napoca, Romania, placed in a his-
toric monument, which accommodated the town’s 
first pharmacy. The collection is displayed in three 
rooms of the old pharmacy that preserve the medi-
eval setting, where an entire arsenal of tools, meets 
the visitor’s eyes. 

It is not surprising that a number of medical 
museums in Balkans has developed around the life 
stories of individual figures. Florence Nightingale 
Museum in Istanbul, for example, was founded in 
1954. There, the English nurse Florence Nightingale 
(1820-1910) achieved fame as a pioneer of the medical 
profession and earned her nickname as the „Lady of 
the Lamp“. In Romania, the Museum of the profes-
sor Dr. Victor Babes (1854-1926) and the Memorial 
Museum of the Romanian neurologist Gheorghe 
Marinescu (1883-1962) are dedicated to great per-
sonalities of medicine. In Greece, one will have the 
chance to visit in a few months the newly established 
Museum of George Papanikolaou (1883-1962) the in-
ventor of the Pap test, visiting a thematic exhibition 
which includes photographs, letters and other docu-
ments about his scientific work and it will be a part 
of the Anatomical Museum of UoA. 

MEDICAL COLLECTIONS OF THE NATIONAL 
AND KAPODISTRIAN UNIVERSITY OF ATHENS

In Greece, the historic links between the 
University and the formation of the Greek state partly 
determined the purpose for the establishment of uni-
versity museums. The collections that were amassed 
aimed at supporting the educational process of the 
new institution, the Othonian University – known 
today as National and Kapodistrian University of 
Athens (UoA) – which was established in 1837. During 
the first years of its operation, a significant number 
of collections were devoted to the medical sciences. 
The National and Kapodistrian University of Athens 
(UoA) today lists approximately twenty museums and 
collections. Overall the museums and collections of 

the UoA encompass a wide range of disciplines, such 
as zoology, geology, mineralogy, botany, paleontology, 
anthropology, art, archaeology, history of medicine, 
pharmacy, chemistry, and technology. However, it is 
impressive that, from its twenty museums seven be-
long to the School of Health Sciences and can be char-
acterized as medical ones. These museums also cover 
more specialized subjects, such as history of anatomy, 
pathology, as well as the history of dentistry, criminol-
ogy and hygiene. They are 1) the Anatomical Museum, 
2) the Criminology Museum, 3) the Anthropological 
Museum, 4) the Museum of Pharmacology, 5) the 
Museum of Dental School, 6) the Museum of Hygiene 
and 7) the Museum of G. Papanikolaou.

The first museums to be created in UoA are 
linked to medical collections and to the functioning 
of the Athens Medical School. It is not surprising that 
the first temporary Internal Body of the University 
in 183610 clearly acknowledges the need for establish-
ing university collections that would assist in its mis-
sion. The introduction and dominance of the 1880s 
of tutorial and laboratory teaching at the University 
Curriculum was a catalyst for its identity, as it caused 
the creation of a number of institutions such as labo-
ratories, museums, libraries and hospitals11 .

The first medical museum founded in 1840, 
by Prof. Damianos Georgiou Draskas, was the 
Anatomical Museum. The museum includes a rich 
collection of bones, skulls, skeletons, the famous 
anatomical tables of Weber and Mascani, fetuses 
with malformations, and a rich collection of old 
surgical instruments. Few years later, in 1866, the 
Anthropological Museum was founded, consisting 
of scientific collections of skeletal series that cover 
all periods of the ancient Greek world12. These col-
lections have been the subject of systematic anthro-
pological studies conducted by important Greek and 
foreign anthropologists, who have expressed basic 
views concerning the ethnogenesis, the shaping and 
the evolution of the Helladic population.

In the first half of the 20th c., two more impor-
tant medical museums were established: The first 
was the Museum of Hygiene (1932), founded by the 
Professor Gerasimo Alivizato, aiming to promote the 
health of rural population in Greece, in a period of 
outbreak of many infectious diseases13. The second 
is the Criminology Museum (1932) founded by John 
Georgiadis (1847-1960), an avid collector of criminal-
ist evidence and paraphernalia and a distinguished 
Professor of Forensic Medicine. The Museum’s col-
lections include a great number of items that were in-
volved in specific violent activities, objects from sites 
where rituals were performed, formalin preserved 
specimen, as well as decapitated heads of notorious 
bandits14, 15.



The Development of Balkan Medical Museums and their Contribution to the History of Medicine... – DOXANAKI

76 / vol. 52, no. 1

During the celebrations for the UoA’s centen-
nial (1937), most of its museums and collections were 
housed in the university building, on 28, Akadimias 
St., known today as the University Cultural Centre 
and „Kostis Palamas“ Faculty Club. At that time, the 
Museum of Anthropology was installed in the build-
ing of the Medical Laboratory in the city’s Goudi 
quarter, where the School of Medicine and Dentistry 
was also housed, while the new Criminology Museum 
(1933) was located in a room in the city centre 
(Socratous St.).

Looking back at the exhibition practices dur-
ing the first period of expansion of UoA museums, 
exhibits were amassed in rooms, halls, or even un-
derground galleries, without some kind of classifica-
tion13. Over time, however, the focus shifted towards 
the setting up of classification inventories, ensuring 
adequate space for exhibition with an aesthetic layout. 
Each collection was housed in one or more perma-
nent display galleries, with elaborate exhibition equip-
ment. For example, in the case of the anthropological 
collection, their exhibits were placed in glass showcas-
es, decorated with motifs and features in neoclassical 
style, while their arrangement in space followed the 
interior design of the building where the collection 
was housed. The display cases were lined up by sub-
ject or by chronological order. The information mate-
rial was almost nonexistent, and most UoA museums 
were open to the public with no admission fee. 

Over the years, the number of collections grew 
considerably. Alongside the teaching collections, the 
collections of teaching objects, e.g. instruments, were 
incorporated. As a result, after 2000 there is a num-
ber of new medical museums established in UoA. In 
2003, the Museum of Pharmacology was founded 
by Professor J.S. Papadopoulos. A collection of old 
research instruments (eg. centrifuges, balances, auto-
claves, etc), books, biochemicals and a large collection 
of plants are exposed. Ten years later, the Museum of 
Dental School opened its doors to the public, dealing 
with the collection and study of dental evidence in 
Greece. Finally the Museum of George Papanikolaou, 
that we have already mentioned, is expected to open 
its doors soon. 

DISCUSSION 

From the above analysis, we could discern two 
kinds of medical collections in UoA. Part of medical 
museums, such as the Anatomy and the Criminology 
Museum, were established with the foundation of 
Medical School, with main focus on the education of 
medical students. Those museums were –and still are- 
not open to the public, due to the nature of their col-
lection. On the other hand, part of the UoA medical 

museums are trying to establish bridges with society. 
Those comprise the relatively new ones, which apart 
from their academic purpose, try to encourage public 
participation. 

Today, however, as research and teaching needs 
are changing, medical university museums do not 
play the same role as before. Many have become less 
relevant to the academic program, significant mate-
rial though they may contain. Examining their cur-
rent situation, it is evident that many difficulties lie 
in their path. Severe financial trouble was followed 
by a decrease in staff numbers, as well as a rise in 
the number of problems connected to the housing 
and proper care of collections. As a result, UoA has 
a number of its medical museums housed in small 
spaces, with premises that do not provide the appro-
priate standards of care. Hence, some medical muse-
ums are not open to the public, such as the Museum 
of Anthropology, and some of them have their col-
lections packed in boxes and are threatened with clo-
sure, such as the Museum of Hygiene. 

What one should have in mind is that Balkan 
medical museums, and specifically the medical collec-
tions of UoA, played a crucial role in medical training 
and public health education. Furthermore, they are 
repositories of knowledge concerning the history of 
medicine in Balkans and important material mani-
festation of surgeon’s professional identity. Hence, it 
is essential for UoA medical museums to resolve the 
issues mentioned above in order to perform their role, 
both as public and as university institutions and to 
remain significant resources of teaching and research. 
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ENDNOTES

i Joseph Kahn was a German self-professed medical doctor. 
He opened an Anatomical and Pathological Museum in 
London in 1851 which attracted a very large number of visi-
tors.

ii In Serbia, the first medical faculty opened in 1905, in 
Bulgaria in 1918, and in Albania in 1952.


