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Summary
Guy de Chauliac, the most famous surgeon of the middle age,
influenced the practice of surgery for centuries. His landmark
work, in seven treatises, “Chirurgia Magna” was translated
from Latin to French and became popular across Europe,
educating hundreds of surgeons. In his book, a series of text
fragments were dedicated in cancer such as breast tumor
removal, amputation for soft tissue carcinomas of the ex-

tremities and cancer treatment using arsenic. Chauliac was
probably the first physician to suggest the excision of cancer
at early stage and this is considered as a promoter of surgical oncology.
Key words: Guy de Chauliac, cancer, history of oncology,
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Introduction
The Hippocratic Collection of medical books,
written by Hippocrates and his pupils-followers between 5th and 3rd century BC, is the first medical
document which made a wide reference and classification on a well-known affection in the ancient
Greek world, the cancer. “Corpus Hippocraticum”
was the first medical text to use the words “karkinos” (cancer) and “karkinoma” (carcinoma) to describe a non-healing swelling or ulceration and a
malignant non-healing tumour respectively. The
term “scirrhus” was also introduced to describe the
hardened tumours [1,2]. Various references for cancer were made by Hippocratics; all tumours (Greek:
όγκοι, oncoi=abnormal swellings) were considered
to have an inflammatory origin; the result of unfavourable humoural fluxes, or humours in excess,
provoked by an extravascular outpouring of fluid

into soft tissue spaces. In Hippocratic nomenclature, tumours were mainly classified as “karkinomata” (cancers), “phymata” (tuberculae), “theria”
(beasts), “elki” (ulcers), “scirrhoi” and “oidemata”
(oedemas) of neoplastic nature [2,3]. Tumours were
arising from a localized inflammation when flux
caused an overconcentration of one of the four
humours (the black bile) from the veins into the
fleshy or parenchymal components of the body part
[3-5].
Although some surgeons in antiquity such as
Antyllus (2nd century AD) suggested that cancer
was inoperable [6], others like Galen (ca 130-201)
[7], Aretaeus of Cappadocia (c. 2nd-3rd century AD)
[8-11] and Paul of Aegina (625-690 AD) were recommending treatment [12] and their views were
adopted by the Arabo-islamic physicians [8,13].
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Figure 1. Guy de Chauliac, portrait in young age, engraving
by Ambroise Tardieu (1788-1841) [Source: BIUM, Paris].

In middle age, the translation of the most important Arabo-islamic medical treatises in Latin
gave a new perspective in western European medicine, transmitting the ancient Greek knowledge
[14]. In 13th and early 14th century, medical faculties became the principal places in Europe where
medicine was assimilated and developed, marking
thus the peak of the scholastic form of medicine
which attempted to provide efficient solutions to
medical problems. Studying medicine in the most
prestigious medical faculties of his time, in Montpellier, Toulouse and Bologna, Guy de Chauliac became one of the most prominent surgeons of late
medieval period who dealt with cancer [15].

Guy de Chauliac’s life and work
Guy de Chauliac was born around 1300 in
Chaulhac, a commune in the Lozère department in
southern France, in a poor family of farmers. Of his
early life little is known but it seemed that he had
an inclination for medicine at young age. It was
said that a noble girl of the barony of Mercoeur
broke her leg and the fracture was not healing. After visiting a witch, she was advised to consult a
young gifted boy from the region. Having some
knowledge of empirical medicine, Guy managed to
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treat effectively her leg, became the “protégé” of the
noble family and was instructed by the church. Initially he became a cleric, but soon, he changed his
mind and decided to study medicine [16,17] (Figure
1). He was enrolled at the medical faculty of Toulouse, then at Montpellier and finally at Bologna
where he learned anatomy under Nicola Bertuccio
Lombardo ( -1347), a pupil of Mondino de Luzzi
(1250-1325), the author of the first modern book
on anatomy, and he attended the lectures of Alberti
Zancarri [16,17]. In 1325, he received his medical
degree from Montpellier and moved to Lyon where
he practised medicine. There he became provost to
Saint-Just and soon afterwards canon of Reims and
Mende [16] (Figure 2). Prior to his medical education, he made a promise of celibacy and he has
never been married [17].
Guy de Chauliac was also the personal physician to three popes during the Avignon papacy:
Clement VI (1342-1352), Innocent VI (1352-1362)
and Urban V (1362-1370). At the time of the great
epidemic of the bubonic plaque, known as Black
Death (1348-1350), Chauliac was in Avignon and
although his colleagues left the city, he remained
to care patients. He also advised the Pope Clement VI to sit alone in his study room, between two
fireplaces, believing that this could clean the pestiferous air and keep the Pope free of infection.
The Pope survived but Chauliac didn’t achieve to
save Laura de Noves (1310-1348), the wife of Count
Hugues de Sade and muse of the poet Francesco
Petrarch (1304-1374) who wrote its famous “Invective contra medicum” (Invectives against physician) [16,18].
In 1363, he completed his masterpiece “Inventorium sive collectorium in parte chirurgicali
medicine” (Inventory or Collection concerning the
surgical aspects of medicine), commonly known as
“Chirurgia Magna” (Great Surgery), a compilation
of the works of the most famous physicians till
his time such as Hippocrates (460-377 BC) Galen,
Rhazes (864-925), Avicenna (980-1037) and Albucasis (936-1013). The book was published first in
Lyon in 1478, and soon was translated into French,
known as “La Grande Chirurgie”. In 1513, its most
complete edition was printed in Venice by Gregorio
di Gregori (1496-1527). “Chirurgia Magna” is composed of seven treatises; each treatise is divided
into two doctrinae and each doctrina in chapters.
Treatise I deals with anatomy, based on Galen’s
work; treatise II concerns abscesses, buboes, as
well as a chapter on the plague; treatise III deals
with wounds; treatise IV concerns ulcers; treatise
V mentions fractures and dislocations; treatise VI
describes surgical diseases that could not enter in
the previous categories (eye diseases, burns, gout);
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treatise VII is an antidotary or Materia Medica
mentioning about 750 drugs [17,19].
Chauliac’s surgical skills and knowledge were
extending beyond the care of simple wounds and
ulcers. In his work “Chirurgia Magna”, he suggested that penetrating wounds should be closed with
sutures soon after their cleansing with aromatic
wine and alcohol, introducing bandages stiffened
by egg whites [17]. He had even recommended
that all penetrating wounds of the abdominal area
should be sutured with silk, using a special needle
that he had manufactured for such a purpose. He
was also an expert in skull trepanation, able to recognize the meninges and the cerebrospinal fluid.
He had even performed a trepanation to the Pope
to be Clement the V, in an attempt to treat his migraine. In his work, he was advising the removal of
kidney stones, recommending that bladder stones
should be treated by travelling lithotomists [17].
In orthopaedics, his most important contribution
was the continuous weight extension and traction
to the treatment of fractures and old dislocations
and the use of splints for fractures of wrist and
ankles [17]. Also, he invented the dental pelican
(resembling a pelican’s beak) which was used until
the late 18th century [20]. In 1363, he had invented
an aural and nasal speculum, resolving the issue
posed during inspection or intervention in the external ear canal and the nostrils [21]. In physiology,
he had adopted the theory of the four humours to
explain physiological and pathological conditions
and he did the same with cancer’s etiology [17].

A gifted physician and multifaceted person,
Chauliac wrote also several other treatises on physiognomy, astronomy and astrology, as well as “De
subtilitanti dieta” (On plain diet), about the regime
to follow in the case of cataract, written to alleviate
the cataract of King John of Bohemia (1296-1346)
and “Chirurgia Parva” (Small Surgery) which is a
poor compendium of some parts of the “Chirurgia
Magna” [19].
Chauliac died near Lyon in 1368 and his book
on surgery “Chirurgia Magna” remained as the
principal book of surgery for almost two centuries
[19] (Figure 3).

Guy de Chauliac’s contribution in surgical oncology
Chauliac’s authoritative surgical text “Chirurgia Magna” revealed a series of references concerning cancer. He defined cancer as “a hard, round,
veined, darkish, fast-growing, restless, warm and
painful tumour” [17]. In his work, cancer’s pathophysiology is based on humoural theory but he
introduced a novel idea by differentiating black bile
produced in the liver, which according to his opinion contributed to the formation of hard tumours
in the breast, and black bile produced as the breakdown result of the three other humours (blood,
phlegm, yellow bile), which resulted in what he
considered to be the true cancer. Furthermore, he
stated that in cases of an imbalance, every humour
could become thick, stagnant and could not be dis-

Figure 2. Guy de Chauliac and his interns at Saint Just Hospital, in Lyon. [Source: BIUM, Paris].
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every day, fresh killed poultry or veal to control the
disease [17,23]. On the other hand, Chauliac was
probably the first physician to suggest the excision
of superficial tumours at early stage as well as the
cauterization to prevent the reoccurrence [17]. Noticing the possible spreading of cancer, he supported the wide surgical excision and the application of
caustic pastes to clean the wound after the surgical
removal of the tumour [17]. In breast cancer cases,
he embraced Galen’s approach, proposing the removal of the tumours which should be completely
removed, saving the patient’s life. In his work he
described an infiltrating carcinoma of the breast
with extension beyond the breast tissue and he recognized local, regional, and generalized adenopathies, what we call today metastatic lymph nodes
[17]. In cases of cancer located in extremities, he
suggested the amputation at the earliest possible
stage. Moreover, Chauliac introduced general anaesthesia by inhalation of narcotics and used the oil
of poppy seeds for local anaesthesia, allowing him
to perform such operations [17]. As a supplementary treatment, he advised the application of caustic substances such as arsenic in small doses [17].

Conclusion
Figure 3. Frontispiece of the book of Guy de Chauliac, La
Grande Chirurgie, 1598.

charged from the blood or the pores. Concerning
breast cancer, Chauliac pointed out that menstruation is the causative factor as it was blocking the
evacuation of black bile [17,22].
Therapeutically, in 14th century, a peculiar
cure for cancer, the “fresh meat cure”, was proposed by several medical authors, among which
Guy de Chauliac [17]. In his work he mentioned:
“some people appease cancer’s treachery and wolfish fury with a piece of scarlet cloth or with hen’s
flesh. And for that reason the people say that it
is called wolf because it eats a chicken every day
and if it did not get it, it would eat the person”. So
he was proposing to apply in the cancerous ulcer,

At the late medieval period, medicine was still
dominated on one hand by superstitions and on
the other hand by the teachings of ancient Greek
physicians, mainly Galen. However, it was a transition period where human dissections begun to
practise but anatomical teaching was still relied on
Galen. In that era, Guy de Chauliac made noteworthy contributions to surgery and oncology. In his
work, the period that he lived is reflected: Galenic
theories on cancer’s pathogenesis and fresh meat
cure for cancer treatment; but also it seems that he
realized that the early excision of cancer could be
lifesaving. Currently, Guy de Chauliac is considered
the father of medieval surgery who systematized
medical knowledge and laid the foundation for
renaissance surgery and its promoter, Ambroise
Paré [24].
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