
What were the main 

problems in Surgery 

1700-1900?

INFECTION



Black Period of Surgery

Recap this – what was the Black Period of Surgery?



The most talented surgeons were able to operate extremely quickly 
(Robert Liston), this did improve the patient's chance of survival. 
However, with speed came accidents.

Even if the patient survived with a quick operation, they would almost 
certainly get an infection and die anyway! This was due to the lack of 
sanitation and germ-free environments, especially as surgery was often 
performed in the patient’s home with the surgeon wearing the same 
clothes he arrived in!

The odds of survival…



How was the problem of  

infection solved?
Aim:
To understand the impact of Joseph Lister’s work with antiseptics 
on surgery and beyond.

To begin evaluation the journey from Antiseptic Surgery to Aseptic 
Surgery

Key terms:

Carbolic Acid
Antiseptic
Aseptic
Sterilise



Task:
Read this extract on infection and 
note down at least 3 examples that 
would lead to infection



Who was Joseph Lister?

Task:
From the following clip, note down as much 
information about Lister as possible. (We’ll 
add to this as we go through the lesson)

Suggested headings:
Ideas:
Discovery:
Impact:

Video: Lister

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eKaaSxENXYM 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eKaaSxENXYM


What is the connection to Pasteur’s Germ Theory?

Read and loved the theory



Lister was in hospital one day and noticed a stench! The 
sewers / drains were rancid!

He then noticed that they put Carbolic Acid down them 
and the smell went away – he reasoned that the Carbolic 
Acid killed the bacteria causing the smell (remember he’s a 
big fan of Pasteur)

He wondered if Carbolic Acid might help in surgery…



Joseph Lister (1827 - 1912)

• Realised that deaths from operations mostly occurred from infection contracted during the 

operation as a result of unclean practices. He realised operating theatres needed to be 

sterilised (Germs destroyed)

• He started using Carbolic acid during operations to maintain antiseptic conditions with 

significant improvements

Task:
Draw this diagram and inside the spray add notes about Carbolic Acid



Lister performing surgery

• Joseph Lister realised that germs in the theatre had to be destroyed. 

• He used carbolic acid to kill germs, having seen it used in sewers.

• Carbolic Acid was the first ANTISEPTIC.





Lister discovers that Carbolic Acid is an antiseptic in 1867, by soaking a dressing in it and applying it to a compound 
fracture of an 11-year-old boy.

It was first used to sterilise 
surgical instruments and 
clean wounds.

Summary Checkpoint: What do these pictures represent in our discovery?



Summary Checkpoint: 
How far has surgery 
advanced by 1900?

https://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=C8WbrS0O5FE 3.43 mins

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=C8WbrS0O5FE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=C8WbrS0O5FE


YEARS 

1864 – 66

Without 
antiseptics  

TOTAL CASES

  35

LIVED

  19 

DIED

 16

MORTALITY

45.7 %

1867 – 70 

With antiseptics 

40 34 6 15.0 %

How did the introduction of 
antiseptics affect deaths rates 

after surgery?



Opposition 
to Lister

Cracked and irritated the surgeon’s hands, 
so many thought it couldn’t be good for the 
patients

Many surgeons still 
didn’t believe germs 
could cause infection

Carbolic Acid made it 
difficult to use the 
equipment (scalpel etc)

Carbolic Acid made it 
hard to see what you 
were doing

Surgery was suffering due 
to the ‘Black Period’ of 
surgery

By accepting this theory, many 
surgeons felt they were 
admitting they had been 
responsible in many deaths



Antiseptic Surgery Vs. Aseptic Surgery

Antiseptic Surgery C19:

There are germs in the operating 
theatre but surgeons use methods 
such as Carbolic Spray, to stop open 
wounds being infected

Aseptic Surgery C20:

Cleaning and sterilisation methods 
(steam) prevent there being any germs in 
the operating theatre to infect wounds. 
Steam steriliser invented by Koch!

99.99% Germ Free 100% Germ Free



1860s

1890s

In the short 
term, surgery did 
not change much 
because of initial 
resistance from 

medical 
professionals

In the longer 
term, attitudes 
changed. New 

antiseptic 
methods were 
developed and 
introduced to 

improve 
surgery

Turning Point: 1870’s: WHY



If this is the answer, what is the Q?
• James Simpson

• 1847

• Joseph Lister

• Carbolic Acid

• Antiseptic

• Anesthetic

• Chloroform

• Complex Surgery

• Ether
• Irritates
• Laughing Gas
• Dosage
• Queen Victoria
• Blister
• Flammable
• Black Period
• Infection



What was Lister’s impact on medicine & surgery?

• Joseph Lister was responsible for the big breakthrough in 
fighting infection. He had studied Pasteur’s findings.

• He ensured that instruments, the patient, the surgeons 
hands and even the air were drenched with a carbolic acid 
spray.

• His results were stunning. By 1912 up to 10 times more 
operations were taking place than 40 years before with less 
infection.

• Steam cleaning was being developed in Germany by Robert 
Koch and William Halstead of America introduced gloves 
and masks.

• Surgeons now fully understood that safe 
surgery was possible and it was their duty

• It was now safe to be operated on in an ASEPTIC (Germ 
Free) environment.



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Vg1hqZan
Da0&t=30s

Simpson & Lister summary BBC Video 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Vg1hqZanDa0&t=30s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Vg1hqZanDa0&t=30s


So… Who was more important?
https://www.youtube.co
m/watch?v=JhjT0vxivFE 

Lister

Be prepared to share your arguments with the rest of the class

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JhjT0vxivFE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JhjT0vxivFE


Exam Question 12 Marker
Explain why there was rapid change in surgical 
treatment in the period 1700-1900

You may use the following in your answer

• Chloroform

• Joseph Lister

• You MUST give one reason of your own

CHANGE Q – should consider what it was like 
before or what the problems were previously

Other factors / reasons: Technology, Attitudes

• Attitudes to Surgery for the early years was 
very negative, they were viewed as butchers

• Better surgical treatment led to more 
favourable attitudes and when Queen Victoria 
used it everyone else did

• John Snow’s inhaler (technology) led to people 
not overdosing

• Lister’s Carbolic Spray
• Steam Steriliser – led to Aseptic Surgery
• Gloves
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