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Source A: From The Scotsman newspaper, 17 November 1847.


Important Discovery
Substitute for Ether in surgical operations


Professor Simpson has discovered a substitute for ether in surgical operations which appears to be 
superior to it in every way.  If it continues to work in practice, Professor Simpson will have perfected 
one of the greatest discoveries of the age.


Professor Simpson says ‘I am able to speak most confidently of the superior anaesthetic properties of 
chloroform, having tried it now upon thirty individuals.  The use of chloroform is far better for the 
patient than the use of ether.’
 


Source B: From Notice of a new Anaesthetic, a pamphlet published in 1847 by James Simpson. 
These are his notes on his first operation using chloroform.


Case 1
A boy five years old.
A handkerchief on which a few drops of chloroform had been sprinkled was held to his face.
He fell into a deep sleep.
A deep cut was made in the forearm to remove the diseased areas of the bone.
During the operation there was no evidence that he felt any pain.
Half an hour after the operation he awoke as if from a refreshing sleep.  He had clear eyes and a calm 
face.
 


Source C: From a GCSE History book published in 2001.


Anaesthetics did not necessarily make surgery safer.  The doctor could attempt more complex operations, 
thus carrying infections deeper into the body and causing more loss of blood.
 


Source D:  From a book published by John Leeson in 1927 about his early days as a medical student 
in 1871.


One of our surgeons wore an old coat when he gave lectures about the dissections he was doing.  Later 
he used the same coat in the operating theatre.  An operation was an even dirtier job and a worn out old 
coat was the best thing to wear.  I can see it now, stained with blood and spotted with pus.


What can we say as we look back on those scenes of the 1870s?  An old nurse once sadly said to me: 
‘I think the surgeons do as much harm as they do good.’


We can only say, ‘But this was before Lister.’  And yet this is not quite the truth: it was before Lister’s 
work was understood, and before we realised that microbes were the cause of the trouble.
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Source E: Margaret Mathewson describes her operation in the Edinburgh Royal Infirmary in 1877 
to remove a dangerous growth inside her shoulder.  She wrote up her diary at home the 
next year.


There were a lot of people sitting in the gallery and four gentlemen sitting round a table.  Dr. Cheyne 
came and laid a towel soaked with chloroform over my face and said ‘now breathe normally.’  Professor 
Lister laid his hand on my arm to let me know he was there.


I felt myself relaxing.  I was conscious of no more until I awoke in bed in the ward.  My first thought 
was ‘My arm – did they have to amputate it or not?’  I then found that my arm was safely bandaged and 
breathed a sigh of thankfulness.
 


Source F: From The Lancet, a medical magazine.  This article is reporting ideas amongst surgeons 
in 1875.


Many of the most successful surgeons have given Mr Lister’s plan a trial and then given it up.  They 
have returned to using previous methods.  The use of the antiseptic system is certainly not more 
successful than the use of ordinary methods.  It is said to be less successful.


It is not the surgeon’s business to bolster up* theories.  The germ theory may be correct, but nine out of 
ten surgeons do not much care whether it is or not.  Their concern is only to cure their cases and reduce 
deaths to the lowest possible number.


* bolster up = support
 


Source G: A report from a German surgeon in London in 1874.  He was writing to a professor of 
medicine in Germany.


Lister has few supporters.  The leading surgeons refuse to have anything to do with his antiseptic 
method, because they say they do not get better results.  They say the whole affair is too complicated for 
them.  They do not give precise objections; the details of the practice are not usually known to them.
 


Source H: An extract from Queen Victoria’s diary, 5 September 1871.  Lister had removed a large 
abscess from under her arm the day before.  Dr. Marshall, the Queen’s doctor, had asked 
Lister to treat her.


I had a cup of coffee before I faced the terrible long treatment of the wound.  Dr. Marshall assisted Mr 
Lister.  Mr Lister’s great invention, a carbolic spray to destroy germs, was used before the bandages 
were removed.  It was also used as the wound was treated.
 







N33779A 4 


Source I: From Antiseptic Surgery, a book by Lister’s assistant, William Cheyne, in 1882.  Here 
he explains exactly how the carbolic spray should be used.


Here I show the proper arrangement of surgeon, assistants, spray, etc.  Note the distance of the spray 
from the wound and the position of the surgeon and assistant.  The surgeon always has his hands in the 
spray and the assistant passes the instruments to him through the spray.


 


Source J: From Lister Ward, a book by Martin Goldman, published in 1987.  Dr. Goldman 
was a scientist.  Here he is writing a history of Lister’s work at the Edinburgh Royal 
Infirmary.


Lister’s antiseptic surgery must be seen in the context of its time.  It happened when all patients in 
hospitals were receiving better attention from properly trained nurses, and at a time when hospital 
authorities were trying to make hospitals more hygienic.  Even while Lister was developing antiseptic 
surgery, other surgeons who were concentrating on cleanliness in the operating theatre were far more 
successful than Lister.  Some seem to have achieved lower death rates just with soap and water than 
Lister did with antiseptics.  Lister himself took less care over cleanliness after the introduction of 
carbolic.  One of Lister’s assistants wrote that Lister wore an old blue coat for operations which was 
stiff and glazed with blood.
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Source K: From Master Surgeon, a biography of Joseph Lister by Dr. Laurence Farmer, written in 
1962.


Joseph Lister revolutionised surgery with his discovery of what caused wounds to become infected and 
his introduction of the antiseptic treatment.  Not only did antiseptic treatment make surgery much safer; 
it also made operations possible that no surgeon in the past would have dared to perform.  The joints 
and the inside of the body could now be reached by the surgeon’s knife.  So, Lister began a new age in 
surgery.
 


Source L: A painting showing Joseph Lister and Louis Pasteur greeting one another in Paris.  They 
were both speakers at this huge gathering of medical experts in 1892.
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Study Sources A–L in the Sources Booklet and then read Questions 1–8 to see how they 
relate to each other.

Answer ALL the questions.

1. Study Sources A and B.

 What can you learn from Sources A and B about Professor Simpson’s discovery?
(6)
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2. Study Sources B and C and use your own knowledge.

 Why did the use of chloroform bring both benefits and problems to surgery?  Explain your 
answer, using Sources B and C and your own knowledge.

(7)
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3. Study Sources D and E.

 Compare the value of Sources D and E for an enquiry into operations in the 1870s.
(7)
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4. Study Source F.

 How can you tell that the author disapproves of Lister’s work?  Explain your answer, using 
Source F.

(6)
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5. Study Sources F, G and H.

 How far do Sources G and H support the impression given in Source F of reactions to 
Lister’s work?  Explain your answer, using Sources F, G and H.

(8)
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6. Study Sources F and I and use your own knowledge.

 Why was there so much opposition to Lister’s antiseptic methods?  Explain  your answer, 
using Sources F and I and your own knowledge.

(8)
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7. Study Sources J and K.

 In what ways do these sources differ in their views about the impact of Lister’s work?  
Explain your answer, using Sources J and K.

(6)
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8. Study Sources D, K and L and use your own knowledge.

 How important was Lister’s contribution to improvements in surgery in the nineteenth 
century?  Explain your answer, using your own knowledge, Sources D, K and L and any 
other sources you find helpful.

(12)
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