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THE POPULAR BLOOD LETTING MAN 
A SURVIVAL OF A MEDIEVAL TRADITION 

Among t h e r ecen t r e co rds a t t h e D e p a r t m e n t a n d M u s e u m for Medica l H i s t o r y 
a t t h e Univers i ty of He l s ink i t h e r e is a r a r e copy of a so cal led « b lood l e t t ing m a n » 
w r i t t e n in f innish a n d d a t i n g back to t h e end of t h e 19th c e n t u r y — it is n a m e l y 
t r a n s l a t e d in to f innish in 1876. 

This r e c o r d is a h a n d w r i t t e n b o o k l e t of 18 pages w i t h i n s t r u c t i o n s for b leed ing 
inc lud ing a s imple p i c tu re of a m a n w i t h a n a m o u n t of n u m b e r s i nd i ca t ing su i t ab le 
spots for b leed ing on t h e h u m a n body. A n d you a r e of cou r se a l lowed , w i t h j u s t i c e 
to a sk m e w h y such a bookle t l ike th i s is w o r t h t o b e p re sen ted , a n d above all , 
w h y it could be called, as I s t a t e in t h e t i t le of t h i s pape r « a surv iva l of a med ieva l 
t r ad i t i on ». And I w o u l d even l ike to go a l i t t le bi t fu r ther , w h e n I call it one of 
the las t l inks of t h e med ieva l school m e d i c a l knowledge , t h a t h a s su rv ived un t i l 
o u r days . 

Description of the instructions 

This copy, w h i c h I wou ld call a « popu la r blood le t t ing m a n » cons i s t s of, a s i t is 
sa id « Bleed ing i n s t ruc t i ons » w r i t t e n by professor , d o c t o r Won H o o r n f rom t h e t o w n 
of P i tea in S w e d e n . A t r a n s l a t i o n in to f innish 1876. The size of t h e bookle t is 11 by 
17 cm. And t h e copy der ives f rom t h e pa r i sh of Ta ivassa lo in t h e south-wes t of 
F i n l a n d a n d i t w a s also comple t ed by a b leed ing i ron a n d a so cal led « s t a s i s » a n d 
f o r m e d a comple te e q u i p m e n t for b lood le t t ing (1). 

B u t I j u s t w a n t t o p r e s e n t t h e « popu la r b lood le t t ing m a n », because t h e r e a r e 
severa l of t hese b leeding i rons in t h e col lect ions , b u t i n s t ruc t i ons l ike th i s o n e a r e 
ve ry r a r e , only a few of t h e m h a v e b e e n saved un t i l ou r days . 

The i n s t ruc t i ons in t h e bookle t a r e d iv ided i n t o t h r e e p a r t s : 
— t h e tex t wh ich cons i s t s of 42 di f ferent i n s t r u c t i o n s abou t w h i c h p a r t of t h e h u m a n 

body, t h a t a t t he di f ferent d i seases should be opened 
— an explana t ion of t h e m a r k s of t h e b lood to ident i fy di f ferent d i seases 
— a n a lphabe t ic index of all d i seases t h a t could be c u r e d w i t h blood le t t ing . 

F r o m these 42 different i n s t ruc t i ons , n u m b e r e d so t h a t each n u m b e r co r r e sponds 
w i t h the n u m b e r on t h e p i c tu r e I wil l j u s t p ick ou t a few of t h e m (2). 

So you have t o open : 
1. The vein a t t h e l i t t le toe w h e n you a r e suffer ing f rom epilepsy a n d ag ina pec to r i s . 
2. T h e ve in a t t h e b ig toe by every k i n d of h e a d a c h e . 

14. The vein b e t w e e n t h e t h u m b a n d t h e foref inger b y h e a d a c h e a n d a cold. 
19. The ve in a t t h e ch in by t o o t h a c h e a n d pa ins in t h e b r e a s t . 
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34. The vein ins ide the t igh by d i seases in t h e tes t ic les a n d by u r i n a t i n g d i seases . 
36. The vein a t t he calf aga ins t pa ins in t h e back a n d d i seases in t h e u t e r u s . 
38. T h e vein beh ind t h e hee l aga ins t pa ins in t h e b a c k a n d by t o o t h a c h e . 

T h e second p a r t of t h e s e i n s t r u c t i o n s cons i s t of t h e index of di f ferent d i s t inc t ive 
f ea tu r e s of t h e b lood af te r t h a t t h e vein h a s been opened, a n d b y w h i c h you can 
ident i fy some d iseases , a s for example : 
— c lea r b lood is a d i sease in t h e b r e a s t 
— blue blood f rom t h e toe is a s ign of b a d h e a r t t r oub l e s 

— r e d blood w i t h a l i t t le b i t of w a t e r m e a n s a good h e a t h . 
And a t the e n d of t he i n s t r u c t i o n s t h e r e is a n index of different d i seases set up 

in a n a lphabe t ic o r d e r w i t h a re fe rence t o t h a t p a r t of t h e body w h i c h you s h o u l d 
bleed in t h e di f ferent cases . 

F o r example . — If you a r e suffer ing f rom t o o t h a c h e i t is r e c o m m e n d e d t o 
b leed a t different spots of t h e h u m a n body (3, 19, 20, 38) as s h o w n on t h e p i c tu re in 
t h e bookle t . Two of t h e spots a r e n e a r t h e t e e t h a n d in t w o cases y o u shou ld b leed 
f rom t h e foot. 

— By h e a d a c h e t h e r e a r e a l m o s t t e n d i f ferent spots (2 ,3 ,7 ,14 ,16 ,23 ,24 ,26 ,28 ,31) 
of t h e h u m a n body, po in t ed o u t for b leed ing . H e a d a c h e is , by t h e w a y t h e d i sease 
o r s y m p h t o m e , t h a t h a s t h e m o s t spots m e n t i o n e d f r o m w h i c h you s h o u l d bleed. 

— By pa ins in t h e b a c k t h e r e a r e five d i f ferent spots(10,11,35,36,38) a n d by 
eye d i seases i t is good t o b leed f r o m seven d i f ferent spots (16 ,24 ,25 ,26 ,31 ,32 ,42) . 

F ina l ly t h e index is comple t ed by a good advice : if t h e ea r s a r e buzzing i t is 
good to b leed t w o veins ins ide t h e ea r s , t h e n t h e buzz ing is ceas ing a n d i t a l so gives 
you a good m e m o r y . 

T h e examples above a r e only a few examples p i cked o u t f rom t h e s e i n s t r u c t i o n s 
w h i c h show y o u t h e n u m b e r of d i seases t h a t cou ld be c u r e d by b l eed ing a n d t h e 
specific b leeding spots . 

As you k n o w acco rd ing to one of t h e a n t i q u e b leeding theor ies , you shou ld b leed 
as n e a r a s poss ible of t h e d i sease o r t h e w o u n d e d p a r t of t h e body. B u t a lso, 
a cco rd ing to t h e o t h e r theory , t h e b leed ing spots should be a s fa r as poss ib le f r o m 
t h e d i sease o r t h e w o u n d e d p a r t of t h e body. 

I n t h e s e i n s t r u c t i o n s t h a t h a v e been m e n t i o n e d h e r e t h e s e t w o theor ies a r e 
mixed toge ther , as for example , you can b leed e i t he r f rom t h e cheek o r f rom t h e 
hee l aga ins t t o o t h a c h e . 

Similar instructions 

This copy of a « popu la r b lood le t t ing m a n » is a r a r e one , b u t i t is no t t h e 
only one t h a t is k n o w n f rom F in land . B u t it differs f rom t h e few o t h e r k n o w n 
copies. B e c a u s e on th i s one t h e r e a r e n u m b e r s on t h e h u m a n body po in t ing ou t t h e 
b leeding spots . 

On t h e o t h e r k n o w n copies you will f ind t h e d i seases a n d t h e b leeding spo ts 
expla ined in sma l l boxes w i t h a l ine d r a w n f r o m t h e box to t h a t special spot of 
t he body, a s for i n s t a n c e i t is seen on a saved blood l e t t ing m a n da t ing b a c k to 1831. 
B u t t h e b leeding spots a n d t h e d i seases a r e t h e s a m e (3). 

I t could a lso be m e n t i o n e d t h a t s imi la r b lood le t t ing p i c tu re s h a v e been m a d e 
for ho r se s , w h i c h w e r e b leeded in t h e s a m e w a y as t h e m a n (4). 
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A medieval tradition 

These i n s t r u c t i o n s m e n t i o n e d h e r e above a r e of cou r se copied f r o m ear l i e r 
a n d c o n t e m p o r a r y m e d i c a l books . 

S imi l a r blood le t t ing m e n you wil l a l r eady f ind in t h e med ieva l m e d i c a l 
m a n u s c r i p t s w r i t t e n in different l anguages a n d w h i c h a r e k e p t in t h e a rch ives a n d 
col lec t ions h e r e in E u r o p e (5). 

T h e r e is a lso t h e so ca l led zoodiaca l m a n w h i c h s h o w s you t h e di f ferent p a r t s 
of the body w h i c h s tood u n d e r influence of different zodiacal s igns , w h i c h by t h e 
as t ro log ica l w a y expla ins t h e cu r ing o r d i seases by bleeding. 

The last link 

This popu la r blood le t t ing m a n as I call t h e s e i n s t r u c t i o n s he re , I w o u l d l ike 
to s t a t e as t h e las t l ink of a med ieva l t r a d i t i o n of t h e school m e d i c a l knowledge . 

N a m e l y exact ly s imi l a r ru les you wil l a lso f ind in t h e ear ly med ieva l m a n u s c r i p t s 
w i t h o r w i t h o u t t he p i c tu r e of a blood le t t ing m a n . 

As for i n s t a n c e in t h e m e d i c a l m a n u s c r i p t s w r i t t e n by H e n r i k H a r p e s t r a e n g 
f rom D e n m a r k in t h e 13th c e n t u r y (6) a n d in w h i c h i t is sa id for example abou t 
blood le t t ing : if you suffer f rom h e a d a c h e or t h e loosing of t h e sense , you shou ld 
b leed f rom t h e vein a t t h e forehead , o r if you suffer f rom h e a d a c h e in t h e fo rehead 
you shou ld b leed f rom the vein a t t h e back of t h e h e a d a n d by t o o t h a c h e a n d a n 
oppress ive h e a d you shou ld bleed f rom t h e vein u n d e r t h e t ongue . 

These s a m e b leeding ru les w e r e t a k e n f rom t h e m a n u s c r i p t s a n d p u t i n to t h e 
p r in t ed books as for example t h e f i rs t Swedish Doc to r ' s Book w r i t t e n by B e n e d i c t u s 
Olai a n d p r i n t e d in 1578 (7). 

H e r e you wil l for i n s t a n c e find fol lowing ru l e s for b leed ing : 
— If you suffer f rom h e a d a c h e in t h e back of t h e head , you should b leed t h e 

vein a t t h e forehead, a n d if t h e t h r o a t is swol len, angina , you shou ld bleed t h e vein 
u n d e r the t ongue . 

A Doc tor ' s Book l ike th i s could no t of cou r se r e a c h t h e publ ic a t t h a t t i m e 
a n d the re fo re in o r d e r to in fo rm t h e c o m m o n people about t h e m e d i c a l ru les t hey 
w e r e pu t i n t o t h e c a l e n d a r s , w h i c h s ince t h e end of t he 16th c e n t u r y h a v e been 
pub l i shed in Scand inav i a a n d s ince 1608 in F in land . The specific r e c o m m a n d e d 
days for b leeding w e r e for i n s t a n c e po in ted o u t by a sma l l s ign in t h e ca l enda r , 
b u t even m e d i c a l ru les in a s imple a n d in fo rma t ive w a y w e r e pub l i shed in t h e s e 
c a l e n d a r s (8). As for i n s t a n c e in a c a l e n d a r for 1676 pub l i shed by An ton ius E e n h o r n 
you wil l f ind t h e fol lowing b leed ing ru l e s : if you suffer f rom h e a d a c h e in t h e 
forehead , you shou ld bleed f rom t h e t h u m b , a n d if you suffer f rom h e a d a c h e in 
t h e back of t h e h e a d you shou ld b l eed beh ind t h e ea r s , a n d aga ins t t o o t h a c h e you 
shou ld b leed u n d e r t h e tongue . The b leed ing i n s t r u c t i o n s w h i c h h e r e h a v e b e e n 
descr ibed a r e a l m o s t t h e s a m e a n d they a r e as I to ld you copied f rom o t h e r 
med ica l books a n d in th i s w a y they s h o w u s h o w t h e med ieva l school knowledge 
h a s w a l k e d d o w n to t h e popula r m e d i c i n e a n d also h o w t h e med ieva l m e d i c i n e w a s 
p r ac t i s ed in F i n l a n d as l a t e a s a t t h e e n d of t h e 19th c e n t u r y . 

The h a n d w r i t t e n ru l e s de sc r ibed he re , give u s a vivid p i c tu re of t h e w a y a n d 
u n d e r w h a t c i r c u m s t a n c e s b leeding ough t to be p e r f o r m e d a t t h i s t i m e . I t c an 
of c o u r s e be said, t h a t t h e s e a r e only w r i t t e n ru les , no t a desc r ip t ion of h o w t h e 
b leed ing in fact w a s pe r fo rmed . B u t t h e col lec ted r e c o r d s in t h e a rch ives , tel l u s 
abou t h o w t h e b leeding in fact w a s p r ac t i s ed in F i n l a n d b e t w e e n 1870 a n d 1920. 
And in t h e s e r e c o r d s you wil l for i n s t a n c e f ind t h a t : if you suffer f rom h e a d a c h e 
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you shou ld bleed f rom the t emple , o r f rom t h e c e n t r e of t h e forehead , o r f rom 
t h e neck , o r f rom t h e bend of t h e a r m . And if you suffer f r o m t o o t h a c h e you shou ld 
bleed f rom the n e c k o r f rom t h e ch in o r u n d e r t h e tongue , o r f r o m t h e a r m , or f rom 
t h e top of t he t h u m b . 

So th i s copy of a s imple « popu la r b lood le t t ing m a n » shows in connec t ion w i t h 
o t h e r col lected r e c o r d s abou t b leed ing h o w t h e m e d i c a l knowledge f rom t h e 
med ieva l m a n u s c r i p t s h a s w a l k e d t h r o u g h t h e l i t e r a t u r e d o w n to t h e popu la r 
m e d i c i n e a n d w h i c h h a s been p r a c t i s e d un t i l o u r days in a c o u n t r y fa r a w a y f rom 
t h e eu ropean med ica l cen t r e s . 
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