
Hospitals

The way people have understood the nature and causes of illness influenced the establishment of 

hospitals. For example, Galen’s theory and method of treating a person’s humours, did not 

necessarily require a specialist building to provide such treatment. 

Before the nineteenth century hospitals in Britain were few  in number , admitting only  a very 

restricted social group (the deserving poor) for an equally restricted number of illnesses.



The Role of Religion

Since ancient times, there has 

been a close connection 
between health and religious 

belief. Ancient Greek healing 

temples (Asklepions) date from 

as early as 350 BC.

In Christian Europe, hospitals 
have had a close association 

with the church and religious 

orders since the early 1100s.  The 

term “hospital” originates from 

the hospitality offered by religious 

orders to the poor, the sick, 

travellers and pilgrims.



St Thomas’ Hospital was originally part of the Augustinian Priory of St Mary 
Overie, founded in 1106.  The Priory stood on the present site of Southwark 

Cathedral and provided care for the poor and lodgings for travellers and 

pilgrims.  

When the priory was destroyed by fire in 1212, it was decided to build a new 

infirmary and chapel on land nearby. The new hospital was opened in 1215 and 
was to remain on this site for nearly 650 years.

St Thomas’s Hospital

Wellcome Collection



The Middle Ages

During the Middle Ages, the 
hospital continued to be 
staffed by monks and nuns.  
In 1163, the Catholic Church
decreed that the shedding of 
blood was incompatible with 
holy office and from that time 
barbers were employed to 
carry out surgical work in the 
hospital.

Hospitals were funded by 
donations.  Most people 
believed that charitable 
donations to a religious order 
could speed your spiritual 
journey to heaven.



The Reformation

During The Reformation in the 16th century, Henry VIII closed many of the larger hospitals 
and monasteries in England. This brought about dramatic changes in the provision for the sick. 

Throughout the late 1500s and early 1600s, the role of the church in the care of the sick lessened 

and voluntary charity became  the means by which many hospitals were funded.



• In the early 1700s there were only 5 hospitals in the whole of the country and all were in 

London.

• During the 18th century some new hospitals were established in other cities 

• Hospitals were usually founded by wealthy men, such as Guy’s Hospital in London.

• The role of hospitals was beginning to change. They were gradually becoming places 
to treat the sick rather than to places for people to rest and pray.

• Doctors, surgeons and apothecaries treated the patients and unskilled nurses 
provided basic daily care.

Developments 1700 - 1800



Philanthropists

Guys Hospital.  Wellcome Collection

In 1704 Thomas Guy became a  governor at St Thomas’ Hospital. He made a significant 

contribution to developments at the hospital, including the building of three wards.  

In 1725 he founded Guys Hospital as a resource for those patients deemed to be “incurable” 

who could not be admitted to St Thomas’s. Incurables included patients suffering from 
infectious diseases and mental illnesses as well as the terminally ill and pregnant women.



Curable or Incurable

From the mid-19th century more specialist hospitals 

were established. Specialist hospitals were opened 

by doctors, as opposed to the hospitals founded by 

wealthy philanthropists like Thomas Guy.  These 

institutions gave doctors the opportunity to study 

one particular type of disease in more detail. By the 

close of the 19th century there were a variety of 

specialist hospitals in London: some for particular 

diseases or age groups; some for particular parts of 

the body, such as the eyes or ears; some only 

treated children and some only treated women. 

From the mid-18th century London witnessed an 

increase in the number of lying-in hospitals that were 

opened for poor women during their confinement.  

However, the majority of pregnant women, rich and 

poor choose to give birth at home. 

St Thomas’s was one of London’s ‘curable’ hospitals 

which meant only persons suffering from afflictions 

that the hospital staff considered to be treatable 

(curable) would be admitted. In other words, if a 

patient appeared to be terminally ill (dying) on 

arrival, or mentally ill or to be showing the symptoms 

of a contagious disease (such as smallpox) they 

would not be allowed entry. From the 18th century 

a number of ‘incurable’ hospitals were established 

in Britain. These hospitals admitted cases the 

curable hospitals turned away. Guy’s Hospital in 

Southwark was one of Britain’s first Incurable 

hospitals, founded by Sir Thomas Guy in1724. 

This sculpture is in Guy’s hospital Chapel.

The figure on the left is of Thomas Guy, admitting a poor sick ‘incurable’ man 
into his hospital care. 



Developments 1800 -1900

From 1700-1900, massive changes had taken place in hospitals in Britain. 
These changes included:

• A vast increase in the number of hospitals built.

• The design of hospitals changed to improve the conditions for patients. 

• Specialist departments had been established for particular procedures, including 
isolation wards for infectious patients.

• Cleanliness was paramount following the realisation that germs can cause illness 
and disease to spread.

• Patients were now attended to by trained nurses that lived in nearby homes 
provided by the hospital.  

• The number of doctors working in hospitals vastly increased especially junior 
doctors who were now learning by hands-on experience.        



The Medical Profession

Apothecaries: From the Middle Ages, apothecaries used their knowledge of herbs and 
plants to mix medicines. Later they became organised into guilds which established their 

training and licensing.

Surgeons: The earliest surgeons were barbers; their skill with sharp knives was valuable in 

performing minor surgeries, blood-letting and pulling teeth.  In Europe, from the 1500s 

onwards they began to be highly trained and university educated.  Many surgeons 

developed their skills treating soldiers on the battlefields.

Physicians:  The term doctor did not come into general use until the 17th century.  

Physicians were the most educated members of the medial profession and could charge 
high fees for their services.  If you were rich enough you would pay a physician to treat 

you in your home rather than attending a hospital. Royalty or the very wealthy often 

employed a full time physician.



Nurses

The impact of Florence Nightingale:

Florence Nightingale made two particularly 

significant contributions to the development 

of patient care in hospitals. 

• The way that hospitals were designed. 
Nightingale suggested that they should 

follow a pavilion plan, which resulted in 

better ventilation, more windows, bigger 
wards and separate or isolation wards for 

cases of infectious diseases 

• The training of nurses. In 1860 Nightingale 

established the Nightingale School of 

Nursing at St Thomas’s Hospital, London. 

Nurses were trained mainly on how to keep 

the patients and wards clean and nursing 

eventually became more respected as a 

profession for young and single women.



St Thomas’s in the 19th century 

Dorcas Ward, Female Surgical Ward (adjoining the Operating Theatre)1862

This image shows the influence of Florence Nightingale in her Notes on Nursing (1859). The ward is clean well-organised 
and  well ventilated with plenty of light from the windows on either side. Although she held fast to her belief that disease 

was spread through bad air or Miasma, her views on cleanliness, hospital design and the training of nurses, transformed 

healthcare in this country and her influence can still be felt today.



The State

The launch of the NHS in 1948 was the largest ever state intervention in medical care. 

The government took over existing hospitals and medical services.  The key aim was to 

provide the same level of service for everyone, regardless of their wealth.



The National Health Service

Why was the National Health Service introduced?

Before the World War II access to medical care, even emergencies, varied in terms of 

availability and quality. The problems that this created at the onset of war added strength 

to arguments for nationalisation (government run) of the UK health services.

What opposition was there to the National Health Service?

The  majority of doctors opposed the idea. Aneurin Bevan, the minister in charge of 

introducing the NHS, had to work very hard to make sure doctors were happy with it. 
Concerns included workload, how it would work and whether doctors would receive a 

fixed salary.


