
Prog Health Sci 2012, Vol 2 , No1  Meaning nursing Byzantium 

175 

 

The meaning of the nursing in Byzantium 

 
 

Kourkouta L.
1*

, Plati P.
2
, Ouzounakis P.

3
 

 

 
1 
Nursing Department, Alexander Technological Education, Institution of Thessaloniki,  

  Greece 
2 
Department of History and Archaeology, University of Ioannina, Greece 

3
 Universtity Hospital of Alexandroupolis, Greece 

 

 

 

 

ABSTRACT 
__________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

History reminds us that the care in Byzantium 

constitutes a unique example for all of human 

history and civilization. The Byzantine period is 

specifically of interest for its approach to social 

welfare and organized care for the sick, the elderly, 

mothers, and children. Byzantine hospitals were so 

well organized that they may be compared with 

contemporary ones. Nursing care was administered  

mostly by nuns and monks as a form of prayer and  

as an expression of love and worship of God. On 

this basis, nursing developed into a calling and a 

sacred service. During the Byzantine period, 

knowledge spread across the world, the social 

position of nursing was elevated, and the spiritual 

aspect of healing was emphasized. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

 History, which is a guide to the future, 

reminds us that ancient Greek civilization 

influenced medical care according to the prevailing 

mode of living, and remained unchanged until the 

time of Christianity. Greece, having accepted the 

Christian religion, urged women to follow the 

teachings of St. Paul and faithfully practice his 

doctrine. Married women, widows, and virgins 

offered their services in palaces which they 

changed into hostels, abandoning their luxurious 

life and the social customs of that period (Hellenic-

Roman) for the simple life of a deaconess [1]. 

The Byzantine era began with the transfer 

of the capital of the Roman Empire from Rome to 

the site of ancient Byzantium on the Bosphorus in 

the year A.D. 330. The new capital was called 

Constantinople, after its founder the Emperor 

Constantine, I (324-337) [2]. 

Despite the transfer of the capital from 

Rome to Constantinople, Greek Christian 

civilization preserved its focus on care for the 

needy in the monasteries of the Byzantine period 

[3]. Deaconesses also cultivated the spiritual legacy 

of the Byzantine Empire, copying on papyrus the 

teachings of the Fathers of the Church, and the 

teachings of Hippocrates, leading a rich and calm 

life [4]. Empresses like St. Helen and Theodora, as 

well as humble deaconesses, gave care to the needy 

in the monasteries of the Eastern Orthodox Church 

and tended those who entered their hostels, homes 

for the poor or aged, maternity homes, and 

orphanages, demonstrating interest in community 

and social welfare [5]. 

The purpose of this study is to describe the 

meaning of nursing care in Byzantine times. 

Historical research was used in this report. A 

special sorting system was developed for the 

recording of the gathered material, and the elements 

were placed in special dossiers based on 

chronology and the source of origin.  

 

The meaning of nursing care in Byzantium 

 

Byzantine care constitutes a unique example not 

only for the medieval period but also for the whole 

of human history and civilization. The Byzantine 

period is specifically of interest for its approach to 

social welfare and organized care for the sick, the 

elderly, mothers, and children [6]. There were 

innumerable hostelries, Xenones (hospitals), 

nursing homes, leper homes, maternity hospitals, 

and infant and children's centers that not only cared 

for the sick and the suffering but also taught 

medicine and health care [1, 7]. 

 Nursing care was administered mostly by 

nuns and monks as a form of prayer and as an 

expression of love and worship of God. On this 

basis, nursing developed into a calling and a sacred 

service. Nursing was practiced as a form of 

contemplation; nurses were expected to see God in 

the person of the patient [6, 8]. 

 

         
 

Photograph 1. Agios (Emperor) Constantine I 

(274-337 AD) & Agia Eleni (249-329 AD). 

 

                 Selected writings from the 8
th
 and 12

th
 

century A.D. show the philosophy of patient care in 

Byzantine period. A passage from the writings of 

Theodore Stoudites describes nursing in this 

perspective. Theodore Stoudites, born in 759, in 

Constantinople, which included a hospital, 

dedicated the following iambus, “To the Nurse”: It 

is a sacred thing to bear the load of the sick. Since 

you are honored with this sacred privilege, my son, 

do struggle warmly and eagerly in the 

accomplishment of your duty. Early in the morning, 

first, visit and care for your bedridden patients, 

heat them mainly by your words, later serve them 

their appropriate diet in good manner and kind 

talking. Don’t neglect the patient, because he is a 

member of Christ. If you care for your patient with 

zest and promptitude, you will be greatly rewarded 

by receiving the divine light, and heaven’s 

inheritance [9]. 

 Writings by Anna Comnena are 

representative of the care the sick and disabled 

received at that time. Anna Comnena (1083-1148), 

daughter of the Emperor Alexius I Comnenos, was 

a famous historian who had “an unusual interest 

and gift for medical matters." Anna Comnena is 

considered “the first woman historian," and has 

been characterized as a “great historian." She gives 

a picture of patient care, likely using a metaphor 

from the Book of Job, during her father’s dynasty: 

I, myself have seen an old woman, being served by 

a young lady, a blind man directed by a man with 

healthy sight, a crippled person transported by a 

healthy person, an armless man guided by other 

men, orphan babies carried in the arms of others 

unrelated to them, mothers, and paralytics being 

cared by robust people [10].  

Professional nurses were employed 

beginning at the end of the 4
th
 century AD. Men 
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were called hypourgoi and women, hypourgisses. 

Nurses were also called nosokomoi, and their 

assistants, paranosokomoi. The term Nosokomos 

was also used for the administrative director of the 

hospital. These were people with high social status 

[11]. 

 

 

Photograph 2. Monastery of Virgin Mary 

Kosmosoteiras (1151 AD) Feres  Evrou. 

              

In addition, Gregorios Theologos, in his 

sixth letter, provides a detailed description of the 

duties of a nurse [12]. St. Basil the Great refers to 

penances (Epitimia) and Theodore Stoudites 

described various punishments (poines) that were 

imposed on nurses if they failed in their duties. 

Thus, a nurse who did not offer what she should 

received the punishment of 50 kneelings. She had 

to eat only dry bread, and was excommunicated for 

one day [9, 13].  

 

Nursing care in Byzantine hospitals 

 

 The fact that nursing evolved as a form of 

loving care during the Byzantium is easy to explain. 

Philanthropy and the duty to care for the sick, the 

poor, and the needy were features of Christianity. 

Jesus Christ was referred to as “Christus Medicus” 

(Christ the physician, who, taking pity, heals us 

through his own body and blood with the medicine 

of life) [14]. Bishops were healers of the soul as 

well as of the body [15]. 

 

 

 Photograph  3. Flag of byzantine empire. 

 

Byzantine hospitals and other 

philanthropic institutions were mostly annexed to 

monasteries, and they were kept up by donations 

from emperors and other eminent persons [16]. 

Hospitals were so well organized that they can be 

compared with contemporary ones. Major hospitals 

of Byzantium included the following: Sampson’s 

hostelry, the Basilicas in Cappadocia, established 

by St. Basil, which included a number of hospitals, 

leper homes, poor houses, and other institutions, 

Pantocrator’s Monastery hostelry, and St. Irene’s 

hostelry [17]. Byzantine hospitals were mainly for 

the poor. There were, however, some exceptions. 

The Emperor Justinian was hospitalized in the 

Samson Xenon (6
th
 c. AD), and the Emperor 

Alexios in the Xenon of Magana (12
th
 c. AD) [18]. 

 In Byzantine hospitals, patients were cared 

for with humanity. The Typikon of the Xenon of 

Theotokou of the Evergetidos in Constantinople (7
th

 

c AD) notes: “We must care about the food, the 

drinking and the other needs of the patients...the 

doctors should visit the patients every day and look 

after them wholeheartedly” [1,19]. 

 In the Typikon of Theotokou Eleousas in 

Stroubitsa of Skopia (11
th
 c AD), the following 

words are found: “You should console the needy 

and treat the patients at your best. You should 

behave to all with kindness. You should also treat 

the invalid at your best. You should not make fun of 

the feeble-minded. And kick out the fear from your 

soul." [1, 19].  

 

CONCLUSIONS  
 

During the Byzantines times, there was a 

great action concerning the health care. The main 

factors of the welfare development were the Greek 

Education, as well as the Christian values. Under 

this prism, it is obvious that there was a great 

respect for the patients, and the institutions for them 

were the main point of the welfare for the patients. 

The main purpose of the homes for the sick people 

was the health care, and nurses provided systematic 

patient care. Since the nursing has expanded and 

developed, into a science and into a profession for 

making a living, practiced by nurses who are not 

necessarily religion-oriented. However, there are 

also religious orders practicing nursing as a way of 

dedication to God. Modern nursing continues to 

draw much of its spirit, its philosophy, and its 

leading values from the Christian religion.  
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