FROM THE HISTORY OF DENTISTRY
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ABSTRACT
Patron saints from deseases are an exceptionally intersting phenomenon in the history of dental
medicine, so they reveal paradigm of thinking when doctors were not available and their arrival to the
patient was considered elitist.
Despite the fact that the dental service addresses the problem of toothache and similar problems with its
effective therapeutic capabilities, there is sometimes a need for spiritual support in today's materialized
world.
Doctors of dental medicine celebrate Apollonia as their protector. Traditionally, for many years now, on
February 9th, in dental medicine, is the day of Saint Apollonia, virgin and martyr, the patron saint of her
members, who are taking care of the oral health of their patients, trying to prevent the occurrence of
various oral diseases and to help those in need for dental service.
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Introduction
With the fall of the Western Roman Empire in
476, civilization entered the saddest period in the
history of human culture - the dark Middle Ages,
characterized by hunger, leprosy and plague.
The freedom of study was within the framework
of church ideology, making it impossible for any
independent research.
There was stagnation in medicine, and all the
previous medical knowledge was replaced by religious dogmas and misconceptions. It is interesting
to mention that a thousand years after the
Hippocrates, medicine returns to its earliest stage.
During this period, people didn't know much
about oral hygiene. There was a large spread of
dental caries, scurvy as well as tooth abrasion.
The first stage in the treatment of toothache was
the application of various herbal preparations, but
also magic and prayer. Prayers for patients
suffering from toothache were most often referred
to Saint Apollonia. [1]
Written data and beliefs say that St. Apollonia
was born in the 2nd century AD, in Alexandria
(Egypt). Further, it is said that she lived an
irreproachable life, worthy of all respect and
admiration, and her apostolic work in the church
should also be emphasized. [2]
Respect and glorification of this saint expanded
quickly first to the East, and then to the West, as
witnessed by numerous built churches and chapels
in her honor.
There are several legends about the death of St.
Apollonia, an Alexandrian martyr, whose death
sentence was pronounced by her pagan father who
was angry with his Christian daughter. According
to one legend, after brutal torture, she had all her
teeth pulled out one by one and she was flung into a
fiery furnace and burnt to death. The other legend
says that her teeth were knocked out with stones
and fists, while the third legend mentions her
torture and says that she was beheaded. Whatever
happened, it is certain that this saint, due to all of
the above and the death that followed, should have
special mercy for those who suffer from toothaches. Toothaches are a very uncomfortable
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experience that follows humanity from the ancient
times as described in many medical records of
various civilizations. The very procedure of tooth
extraction has long been the main therapeutic
procedure for people to relieve toothaches, and
everyone regardless of their class knew this painful
procedure, as well as the toothache itself. That is
why the extraction of teeth, except for the
therapeutic purpose, became the act of repression
and punishment for anyone who opposed the
superior opinion. Saint Apollonia found herself in
the whirlwind of anxiety that ended with
persecution and execution. Due to the pain she
endured, her suffering was put on a pedestal of
suffering, and in 249 she became an advocate and
protector of people suffering from toothache, as
well as dentists and dental practitioners. Such
beliefs are also presented in paintings in church
spaces where people most often came and where
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they sought help for healing and forgiveness in the
form of prayer for toothache to the St. Apollonia: „ O
Glorius Apollonia, patron saint of dentistry and
refuge to all those suffering from diseases of the
teeth, I consecrate myself to thee, beseeching thee
to number me among thy clients. Assist me by your
intercession with God in my daily work and
intercede with Him to obtain for me a happy death.
Pray that my heart like thine may be inflamed with
the love of Jesus and Mary, through Christ our Lord.
Amen. O My God, bring me safe through temptation
and strengthen me as thou didst our own patron
Apollonia, through Christ our Lord. Amen. “
In art, the iconographic illustrations depict St.
Apollonia, holding the dental forceps with an
extracted tooth in her left hand, while in the same
or another hand she is holding a palm branch,
which is a sign of martyrdom. Interestingly, all the
characters of St. Apollonia are placed on the altars,
which shows that this saint is highly valued and
that the respect for her character has been
permanently rooted in the spiritual tradition of the
Franciscan Order. It is tradition that the Franciscan
Order has always shared the fate of its people and is
extremely close in the general and individual
center of human destinies. [3-6]
Patron saints from diseases are an exceptionally
interesting phenomenon in the history of dental
medicine, so they reveal paradigm of thinking
when doctors were not available and their arrival
to the patient was considered elitist. In such
circumstances, consolation, intercession of healing
and relief of afflictions were sought from various
saints. [2]
Despite the fact that the dental service
addresses the problem of toothache and similar
problems with its effective therapeutic capabilities, there is sometimes a need for spiritual
support in today's materialized world. [3]
Doctors of dental medicine celebrate Apollonia
as their protector. Traditionally, for many years
now, on February 9th, in dental medicine, is the day
of Saint Apollonia, virgin and martyr, the patron
saint of her members, who are taking care of the
oral health of their patients, trying to prevent the
occurrence of various oral diseases and to help
those in need for dental service. [7-10]

54

References
1.
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