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SUMMARY
The topic of this study are representations of lancet or phlebotome in frescoes and icons of Serbian 
medieval art. The very presence of this medical instrument in Serbian medieval art indicates its usage in 
Serbian medical practices of the time. Phlebotomy is one of the oldest forms of therapy, widely spread 
in medieval times. It is also mentioned in Serbian medical texts, such as Chilandar Medical Codex No. 517 
and Hodoch code, i.e. translations from Latin texts originating from Salerno–Montpellier school. Lancet 
or phlebotome is identified based on archaeological finds from the Roman period, while finds from the 
Middle Ages and especially from Byzantium have been scarce. Analyses of preserved frescoes and icons 
has shown that, in comparison to other medical instruments, lancet is indeed predominant in Serbian 
medieval art, and that it makes for over 80% of all the representations, while other instruments have 
been depicted to a far lesser degree. Examination of written records and art points to the conclusion 
that Serbian medieval medicine, both in theory and in practice, belonged entirely to European tradi-
tions of the period.
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INTRODUCTION

The relationship between art and medicine is 
as rich as it is dynamic and it offers a plenitude 
of opportunities for study in terms of topics as 
well as in terms of approach and methodology 
of research. Visual representations of various 
illnesses and related treatments, medical in-
struments and equipment constitute a distinct 
segment within these studies. Having been 
elaborated as a theme since ancient times [1], 
medical science and practice remained relevant 
in art throughout the Middle Ages [2]. Medical 
motifs appear in Serbian medieval painting as 
well, although they have only recently begun to 
draw attention of scholars [3, 4].

Serbian medieval art prospered together 
with the Serbian state, from the late 12th cen-
tury until 1459, when it was discontinued after 
the Turkish conquest. In its history, Serbia went 
through a number of phases of development 
and its borders kept changing. Today, cultural 
monuments that serve as tokens of history are 
found in various countries in the Balkans. The 
degree to which they have been preserved is 
unequal, ranging from those relatively well 
kept, to monuments whose condition allows 
for no precise conclusions. This has had an ef-
fect on the way they have been treated, on sci-
entific research and it has influenced relevant 
studies.

The primary goal of this study is to indicate 
the presence of medical instruments – mainly 
phlebotome or lancet used by physicians in 
Medieval Serbia – in frescoes and icons.

SERBIAN MEDIEVAL MEDICINE

Relying on heritage of the ancient world in 
matters of diagnostics, methods and ways of 
treatment, medieval medicine developed under 
the strong influence of Christianity [5-8], in 
terms of both interpretation of symptoms and 
therapies. Christian medicine can indeed be ca-
nonical, based on sacred mysteries and prayers 
for health, and apocryphal, which consists of 
magic rituals [7, 8, 9]. Apart from religious 
aspects, medieval medicine also had its secu-
lar (official, scientific) component [7, 8, 9]. In 
practice, religious and scientific medicine were 
inseparable – prayers for health were not only 
read while drugs were administered, but they 
were also considered to be a critical factor of 
every therapy, and were therefore given priority 
over the medical procedures.

From the point of view of contemporary sci-
ence, Serbian medieval medicine was a combi-
nation of folk medicine and one practiced in 
Byzantium and in Western Europe [8, 9]. The 
oldest written fonts of Serbian medieval medi-
cine date back to the late 12th and the early 13th 
century in relation to St. Sava [7, 9-12] who 
was the founder of first hospitals at monaster-
ies Chilandar (ca. 1199) and Studenica (after 
1206/07). He structured their work based on 
typica of these holy places [13]. Building of 
hospitals and xenodocheions was considered 
one of the more significant undertakings of 
medieval rulers. Based on written sources, 
around 19 hospitals were identified to have 
existed in Medieval Serbia [12]. Majority of 
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known hospitals were set up near the most important 
foundations, i.e. monasteries built by Serbian princes. 
Medieval sources also mention hospitals in cities like Ko-
tor and Belgrade, as well as special asylums for the lepers 
– leprosariums [9, 11]. Moreover, historical documents 
state that Serbian rulers built and restored hospitals and 
xenodocheions in Thessaloniki, Jerusalem and Constanti-
nople [9, 14]. Dušan’s Code prohibited quackery, witchcraft 
and occult practices [15].

Names that appear in historical records of the time 
point to a conclusion that the majority of court physicians 
in Medieval Serbia came from the Adriatic Littoral and 
were of Italian origin. This is the reasoning behind the 
assumption that these physicians were educated in the tra-
ditions of schools in Salerno and Montpellier. In addition, 
there have been mentions in the records, although rare, of 
domestic physicians [7, 8, 9]. Documents from the time 
provide general information about methods of treatment. 
As the foremost medical text, Chilandar Medical Codex No. 
517 (Hilandarski medicinski kodeks br. 517) is an absolutely 
unique item in Serbian history. It is in fact a collection 
of texts composed in the sixth decade of the 16th century 
and it consists of treatises and a variety of texts, mostly of 
the Salerno–Montpellier origin, that were translated into 
Serbian from the 13th to the 15th century [16, 17]. Transla-
tors of the texts are believed to have had medical knowl-
edge. The fact that parts of the Codex were not translated is 
clearly because Latin was at the time seen as the language 
of the profession and inherent part of medical education 
[17]. This is indirectly supported by a record from the 14th 
century, originating from an unknown book, which states 
that “Nikola the Physician” translated a book from Latin 
into Serbian [17].

Practical value was also attributed to iatrosophia (le-
karuše), manuals consisting of medical advice and pre-
scriptions, included in collections of various texts. The 
most widely known iatrosophion in the history of Serbian 
medicine is the so called Hodoch code (Hodoški zbornik), 
dating from 1400–1430, an intricate manuscript one part 
of which is dedicated to medical practice [17, 18]. Just as 
known is The Science of Treating Diseases (Jatrosofija o vsa-
koj vešti) from the late 14th century, in essence a collection 
of prescriptions probably originating from Byzantum [7, 
17]. Iatrosophia remained the primary source of medical 
knowledge all the way to the 19th century, even though they 
gradually receded into folklore texts. The fact that over 
400 copies of iatrosophia are known to have survived to 
this day further testifies to their popularity [7, 17]. Other, 
shorter texts also delve in medical theory and interpre-
tation of diseases, such as the Fifth Letter from the 15th 
century, the chapter of Dioptra (The Mirror), written by 
Philippos Monotropos, wrongly interpreted as A Study of 
Nature (Jestestvoslovije) in the early literature [7, 17], and 
many others.

Metal artifacts excavated at the locality of St. George of 
Dabar Monastery near Priboj, known as Orahovica Mon-
astery in Mažići, was considered to be the most significant 
find of medical equipment in Serbia. The finds were iden-
tified as surgical instruments dating back to 16th–17th cen-

tury, while the building in the north-western part of the 
complex was identified as the monastery hospital [19, 20]. 
Research results such as these caused opposing opinions 
in our scientific community. There have been arguments 
against the identified purpose of both the instruments and 
the hospital building [21]. Likewise, the purpose of a box 
found at the archeological site Novo Brdo, initially identi-
fied as a medicine box, is also questionable because such a 
box could have been used for various purposes [22]. Fres-
coes and icons of the time provide further and important 
proof of the existence of medical instruments and equip-
ment. They were painted quite realistically, which becomes 
obvious after comparison with not only archeological finds 
but also with modern medical instruments that have not 
changed much (such as spatulas and so on).

LANCET OR PHLEBOTOME IN SERBIAN  
MEDIEVAL ART

When it comes to medical instruments and equipment 
in Serbian art, majority is found in paintings of saintly 
physicians. Saintly physicians were also known as Holy 
Unmercenaries (thaumatourgoi anargyroi), because they 
would not accept payment for treating diseases [23]. Most 
frequently depicted with medical instruments and equip-
ment are the twin brothers, Saints Cosmas and Damian 
(the Orthodox Church celebrates three pairs of twins with 
these names – the Roman, the Asian and the Arabic) [23, 
24], then St. Panteleimon and St. Hermolaus, St. Cyrus 
and St. John, St. Sampson and St. Diomedes, as well as a 
physician and a healer St. Anastasia Pharmacolytria [25].

This research has been conducted based on representa-
tions of saints physicians preserved in monumental art and 
icons from the 13th century until 1459, which is a period 
throughout which Serbian medieval art was flourishing, 
since there are no surviving examples of these motifs from 
earlier times. In reference to the overall number of monu-
ments, it would be safe to assume that motifs of medical 
equipment and instruments are preserved in one third of 
these monuments. Approximately 85% have been visited, 
while relevant literature has been consulted in relation to 
the remaining ones.

In addition to the fact that some of the instruments 
have not changed their morphology to this day, numerous 
and well-published finds from the late Roman period serve 
as main comparative material for identification of instru-
ments [26]. In contrast, medieval and especially Byzantine 
finds have been very limited [27]. As to written sources, 
ancient and medieval records mention quite a number of 
medical instruments, although without detailed descrip-
tions, which makes it difficult to connect them to archeo-
logical remains. This is the reason why the written sources 
have not contributed significantly to the identification of 
instruments in this study.

The study includes the majority of medical motifs origi-
nating from Serbian medieval art, along with unavoidable 
limitations imposed by the degree of preservation of cer-
tain monuments. Comparison to archaeological finds from 
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the Roman period lead to a conclusion that only a very 
limited number of medical instruments were illustrated 
in painting. An instrument that most frequently appears 
as an attribute of holy physicians in Serbian art has a thin 
handle, sometimes ornamented, ending with a blade in 
a shape of a triangle (lance). On the basis of finds from 
antiquity, this instrument is identified to be a lancet (lan-
cettas), also called a phlebotome (phlebotomum), since it 
was predominantly used for blood-letting, or phlebotomy 
[26-29]. In Serbian medieval frescoes, lancet is most often 
depicted together with an étui and only rarely with instru-
ment boxes of various shapes. The research has shown 
that lancet makes for 80% of surviving representations, 
while all other medical instruments (probes, pincers, small 
spoons and in one case an unidentified instrument) are 
depicted to a far lesser degree. Analysis of Byzantine and 
Western medieval painting and art produced similar re-
sults, with lancet being among most commonly presented 
objects [23, 24].

As one of the oldest known methods of treatment, phle-
botomy dates as far back as Greek and Roman tradition 
and was widely utilized in the Middle Ages. This practice 
was closely connected to humoral theory which medieval 
authors adopted from ancient writers and according to 
which excretion of bodily fluids is balanced by blood-
letting. Phlebotomy was used both for treatment and pre-
vention of diseases. Treatises about blood-letting which 
deal with theory but also provide practical advice were 
present in Western Europe from the Early Middle Ages 
and were also known in Byzantine medicine [5, 30]. Preva-
lence of phlebotomy is further illustrated by yet another 
document, the 11th tome of the Lex visigothorum (Liber 
ludicorum) compendium of laws which was assembled in 
the mid-seventh century and had a commanding pres-
ence throughout centuries to come in what is now Spain, 
in which this method was mentioned twice along with 
instructions on administering procedures. Special treatises 
on phlebotomy originated from systematization of medical 
knowledge in famous schools of Salerno and Montpellier 
during the 12th and 13th centuries [31, 32]. It is likewise 
mentioned in the Chilandar Medical Codex No. 517 in re-
lation to treatment of various internal illnesses, but also 
in a separate section titled On blood-letting [8, 16]. These 
are translations of studies probably originating from the 
Salerno–Montpellier school. The practice is mentioned in 
Hodoch code as well [8, 18].

It is interesting to note how scientific literature often 
states that the instrument depicted in art is in fact a scalpel. 
The scalpel (scalpellus, scalpellum, scalprum) was con-
sidered to be a symbol of physicians, especially surgeons. 
Finds from the Roman period suggest that the scalpel’s 
handle ended with an oval or triangular scoop on one 
side and a sharp blade on the other. In some cases the 
blade would fold into the handle [27, 28, 33]. Scalpels were 
very rarely depicted in medieval art [23, 24] and it is not 
possible to identify this type of knife in Serbian medieval 
frescoes with any degree of certainty.

Visual representations of a lancet in the 13th century are 
as follows: one in the fresco of St. Cosmas on the western 

wall of the church in Mileševa (1228–1234); five in fres-
coes of Saints Cosmas and Damian in Sopoćani Monas-
tery, on the western wall in the southern choir, in medal-
lions under the windows of the southern and northern 
choir, as well as in the waist-up painting of Damian under 
the window of the western wall in the St. Simeon Neman-
ja’s Chapel (1272–1276); one in the western conch of the 
Church of the Holy Apostles Peter and Paul near Novi Pa-
zar, in a fresco depicting one of the holy twin healers (from 
the end of the 13th century) (Figure 1); four in the Arilje 
church in frescoes presenting Saints Cosmas and Damian 
on the north-western and south-western pilasters of the 
nave, and St. Diomedes and St. Sampson, in medallions on 
the south wall under the dome (1295) [4].

Lancet appears in the following icons and frescoes of 
the 14th century: the icon of St. Panteleimon in Chilandar 
Monastery (beginning of the 14th century); twice in fres-
coes depicting Saints Cosmas and Damian on the west-
ern wall of the Žiča Monastery’s nave (first decade of the 
14th century); twice on the western wall of the narthex in 
the church in Staro Nagoričino, in presentations of Saints 
Cosmas and Damian (1315–1317/18); twice in the hands 
of Saints Cosmas and Damian on the southern wall of the 
King’s Church in Studenica Monastery (1318/19); twice 
on the western wall of the nave in the church in Gračanica 
Monastery, again in the hands of the same pair of saints 
(ca. 1320); twice in the Church of Saint Demetrius in 

Figure 1. St. Cosmas with a lancet and a medical box (late 13th cen-
tury), Church of the Holy Apostles Peter and Paul near Novi Pazar 
(photo by Sanja Pajić)
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the Patriarchate of Peć, in frescoes of Saints Cosmas and 
Damian on the northern wall of the western bay (1322–
1324); in the Church of Holy Apostles in Patriarchate of 
Peć, twin-physicians were depicted two times, facing one 
another, next to iconostasis (1324–1337); three times in 
the Church of Virgin Hodegetria in the Patriarchate of 
Peć in the north-western bay in frescoes of Saints Cosmas 
and Damian (Figures 2 and 3) and St. Hermolaus in the 
north-western corner (1334/35–1337); three times in the 
frescoes of Saints Cosmas, Damian and Panteleimon on 
the southern wall of the nave in the Church of Saint Niko-
la Bolnički in Ohrid (1330–1340); four times in frescoes 
of Saints Cosmas and Damian, both Roman and Arabic 
twins, in the northern parecclesion in the church of Dečani 
Monastery (before 1343); twice in the hands of the holy 
physicians in the north-western corner of the nave in the 
church in Lesnovo Monastery (1346/47); twice in frescoes 
of Saints Cosmas and Damian in the western bay of the 
church in Psača, on the southern and northern pilasters of 

the western wall (1358–1360) [4]. The catalogue of monu-
ments does not end here.

Analysis and scientific investigation of representations 
of medieval medical instruments in frescoes and icons 
point to the conclusion that the apparatus used for phle-
botomy and surgical procedures and treatment of patients 
were widely spread in Medieval Serbia. Serbian medieval 
medicine kept abreast of the times in all related matters 
and was an integral part of medicine that was developing 
in the West, but shared strong links with the Byzantine 
tradition at the same time.

ACkNOWLEDGMENTS

This paper is based on the research carried out as part of 
the Project 178018 and Project 175056, financed by the 
Ministry of Education, Science and Technological Devel-
opment of the Republic of Serbia.

Figure 2. St. Cosmas with a lancet and а medical box (1334/5–1337), 
Church of Virgin Hodegetria in the Patriarchate of Peć (photo by Sve-
tlana Pejić)

Figure 3. St. Damian with a lancet and а medical box (1334/5–1337), 
Church of Virgin Hodegetria in the Patriarchate of Peć (photo by Sve-
tlana Pejić)
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КРАТАК САДРжАЈ
Те ма ра да су пред ста ве лан це те или фле бо то ма на фре ска ма 
и ико на ма у срп ској сред њо ве ков ној умет но сти. По сто ја ње 
овог ме ди цин ског ин стру мен та у умет но сти ко ја се раз ви ја-
ла у сред њем ве ку у Ср би ји упу ћу је на ње го во ко ри шће ње 
у оно вре ме ној срп ској ме ди ци ни. Фле бо то ми ја је јед на од 
нај ста ри јих ме то да ле че ња, ши ро ко рас про стра ње на то ком 
сред њег ве ка. По ми ње се и у ме ди цин ским тек сто ви ма на 
срп ском је зи ку, за пра во пре во ди ма ла тин ских тек сто ва 
на ста лих у окви ру са лерн ско-мон пе ље ске шко ле, као што 
су „Хи лан дар ски ме ди цин ски ко декс бр. 517“ и „Хо до шки 
збор ник“. Лан це та или фле бо том је пре по зна та на осно ву 

рим ских ар хе о ло шких на ла за, док су сред њо ве ков ни, а по-
себ но ви зан тиј ски на ла зи рет ки. Ана ли за са чу ва них фре са ка 
и ико на по ка за ла је да је лан це та да ле ко нај че шћа у од но су 
на оста ле ме ди цин ске ин стру мен те у срп ском сред њо ве ков-
ном сли кар ству, те да је на сли ка на у ви ше од 80% слу ча је ва, 
док су оста ли ин стру мен ти зна то ре ђе сли ка ни. Узев ши у 
об зир пи са не тек сто ве и ли ков ни ма те ри јал, за кљу чу је се да 
је срп ска сред њо ве ков на ме ди ци на у те о ри ји и прак си пот-
пу но при па да ла европ ским то ко ви ма та да шњег вре ме на.
Кључ не ре чи: сред њо ве ков на ме ди ци на; ме ди цин ски ин-
стру мен ти; све ти ле ка ри; исто ри ја ме ди ци не; срп ска ме ди-
ци на
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