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Leg Amputation

St Thomas' Hospital (1775); Royal College of Surgeons of England. In the public domain

Medicine, History and Art (23)
Physicians and Surgeons

T he picture shows the scene of 
a leg amputation carried out at 
the operation theatre of the old 

St Thomas' Hospital in London. Those 
were the days before the establishment 
of the Royal College of Surgeons (1800). 
Surgery was carried out in hospitals in a 
primitive environment, with crude instru-
ments, under no anaesthesia. 

The patient was obviously in great 
terror. He was held down by several 

assistants. Saws and knives were placed 
at the side table for easy access. The 
surgeon wore an apron, as opposed 
to the frock coats that the others were 
dressed in. 

The man facing the operating sur-
geon was the consulting physician. He 
carried a long cane with a knob contain-
ing a vinaigrette (a mixture of lemon and 
vinegar) placed near his nose, to ward 
off the noxious smells arising from the 

sick room. This was typical of the gear of 
senior physicians at the time. 

The operation had to be completed 
in 1 minute.

Two rows of medical students are 
seen at the back. This showed that the 
scene occurred at a major hospital, with 
active teaching taking place.
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