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Abstract: Museums of medicine are important centres for cultivating the history of medicine, its development over 
the centuries, but also the hospitals where breakthroughs were made and the people who contributed to them. The 
aim of the research was to characterize contemporary museums in terms of architecture, history and identity. The 
research area covered all of Europe. Statistical and quantitative research was used to determine the number and 
profiles of medical museums in Europe. The case study with in-situ research included 20 museums representing 
different profiles. A total of 279 museums were identified in 36 countries, which fall into groups with one of 6 
profiles. They may focus on the general history of medicine, on anatomy, on pharmacy, on a particular hospital, 
on a person associated with medicine, or on a particular specialty or issue. Many of the museums surveyed have 
extensive attractions for different age groups, both on-site and online. Medical museums are also an excellent 
example of preserving valuable architectural heritage by giving a new function to disused hospitals in connection 
with their original medical function. This makes the story of medical history more authentic and attractive by 
strengthening local identity. Modern museums are taking advantage of modern technology by enriching their 
offerings and increasing accessibility to the content they present.
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1. Introduction
The history of medicine in Europe, with its particular development in the 19th and 20th centuries, is a strong part of 
the Old Continent’s identity. Historic hospitals representing design standards corresponding to the achievements of 
medicine from different periods are a valuable heritage. There are also a number of scientific centres of medicine in 
Europe that have made a lasting mark on the history of medicine and their breakthrough discoveries have influenced 
the separation of various medical specialties [1]. These centres were very often closely associated with specific hos-
pitals, which gained a worldwide reputation. Among others, one can distinguish centres in London, Paris, Vienna and 
many other cities in Italy, Germany, etc. The history of medicine is also the people associated with it, thanks to whom 
medical breakthroughs have been made over the centuries. It is these scientific centres, hospitals, but also the peo-
ple associated with medicine that are part of the European heritage of medicine, whose legacy is promoted in order 
to preserve the memory, identity, awareness, but also to educate future generations. Respecting this heritage has 
a dimension not only of cultivating history, but also a very practical one like developing local and regional tourism.

A medical museum is an entity that uses exhibition, bookkeeping, cultural, educational and research technologies 
to shape audiences’ attitudes toward life and health as the highest social values, knowledge of scientific and practical 
activities to preserve and enhance health, as well as historical, modern tools for diagnosis, treatment and prevention 
of diseases [2]. Modern medical museums have different forms using modern technologies and thus reaching a wid-
er audience. They document not only the historical heritage of medicine, but also the current one, since in the 21st 
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century, advances in medicine are happening extremely fast. In modern medicine, it is increasingly possible to find 
intangible artifacts that do not fit the traditional understanding of a museum artifact. With the help of technologies 
that affect modern medicine, such as those related to medical diagnosis or therapy become invisible and intangible 
for this reason they seem to have no value from a museum perspective [3]. Nowadays, medical museums, both gen-
eral and with specific profiles, can be found in major cities around the world, especially in centres that have historically 
made a strong mark in the history of medical development [4].

Modern museums, through a wide range of activities, document the history of medicine in a particular place cul-
tivating the identity of the place, conduct educational activities not only for medical students, but also for other age 
groups from schools [5]. Education is an important element in the cultivation of tradition and identity, and medical 
museums are an essential part of the science and culture of any nation. Museums of medicine, whose primary task is 
education, are most often established by medical faculties of universities. The number of such museums can increase 
the value of public awareness, promotion and protection [6].

The aim of the research was to characterize contemporary medical museums in Europe in an architectural, his-
torical and identity context. The architectural context focused on issues of accessibility of medical museums and the 
use of digital technologies. The historical dimension included an outline of the history of medical museums in the 
European context. Identity in the study concerned the cultivation of local history and promoting it internationally, but 
also the preservation of monuments and artifacts that witnessed breakthroughs in medicine and reflected the con-
text of different periods.

2. Materials and research methods
The subject of the research was medical museums in Europe. In the first step of the research, a research topic related 
to medical museums was identified, which touches on various aspects. In the second step, quantitative and statistical 
research was conducted to determine the number of medicine-related museums in Europe. In the next step, detailed 
profiles of medical museums were determined. The final stage of the research included case studies and site visits to 
20 museums in 4 countries, which are among the leading centres of medical development that have made a lasting 
mark on medical history. The adopted research methods, materials and objectives are presented in Table 1.

Table 1. Stages of the research conducted, indicating the research methods used. Elaborated by the author

Stage Materials Methods Aim of the study

1
Available literature (Scopus, 

Science Direct, Research Gate, 
Publons, Google Scholar)

Literature research (key words: 
medical museum; hospital museum)

Identify research topics related 
to medical/hospital museums

2
Available literature, website 

of medical/hospital museums 
(47 European countries)

Literature research, website 
overview (key words: medical 
museum; hospital museum + 

name of the country), quantitative 
and statistical research method

Determine how many 
medical‑related museums there 

are in European countries

3 36 European countries
279 museums

Quantitative and statistical 
research method

Determination of detailed 
profiles of medical museums/

hospitals found

4 20 medical museums 
(Austria, France, UK, Italy)

Case study
Site visit

Identify the characteristics of 
museums in the context of 

architecture, history and identity
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3. Results

3.1. An outline of the history of medical museums in Europe
The first form of medical museums were places related to anatomy, especially involving various types of deformities 
and unusual diseases. The origins of pathology museums date back to the 15th century, when ‘cabinets of curiosities’ 
were created. It was not until the development of pathology at the end of the 18th century that separate collections 
were created as a result of direct research. At that time, didactics began to play a major role in the creation of such 
collections [7]. The first museums related to medicine in Europe were anatomical museums, which began to be estab-
lished in the late 18th century and their main function was medical education. Pharmacy museums have a longer his-
tory dating back to the 17th century. The eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries were a time of private anatomical 
museums, exhibitions, and shows based on the growing status of medicine and surgery and the huge public demand 
for knowledge and entertainment [8]. 

Medical museums were central to the teaching of medical schools in the 19th century [9]. The late 19th century 
saw the emergence of new museums focused on health promotion (hygiene museums). In the twentieth century, med-
ical history museums began to emerge, displaying medical instruments, pieces of equipment no longer in use in their 
collections [10]. In addition to collections of pathological anatomy, essential from a didactic point of view, medical 
museums also house various objects, medical devices, archival photos and materials, which are a valuable source of 
the history and development of medicine [11−12] One example is the Vrolik Museum in Amsterdam, which presents 
both historical and contemporary aspects of medicine [13]. This museum has the oldest anatomical collection in the 
city with human and animal models [14]. 

The beginning of the 20th century was the period of health and hygiene exhibitions and museums, which were 
a communication tool for public health around the world. Their main role was medical education [15]. Many modern 
museums were reconstructed after the destruction of World War II [16]. In 1944, the Museum of the History of Medi-
cine was established in Croatia, which was the first of its kind in the southeastern part of Europe [17]. The first centre 
in Serbia collecting objects related to medicine and health care was established in 1844. In 1955, the Museum of Ser-
bian Medicine was established, which depicted the development of Serbian medicine from the Middle Ages to World 
War II. In 1989, the museum moved to the building of the First City Hospital from the 19th century [18]. Germany’s first 
medical history museum was established in 1973 in the former anatomical theatre of the University of Ingolstadt in a 
baroque building with a medical garden. The museum contains valuable collections from various fields of medicine, 
such as urology [19]. Museums allow students to learn about the history of their specialty by interacting with old in-
struments in an authentic setting [20].

With the professionalization of medicine and the separation of more medical specialties, the first medical mu-
seums dedicated to specific specialties began to emerge, such as the museum of the British Dental Association, the 
Association of Anaesthetists of Great Britain and Ireland, etc. [21]. The Museum of the History of Medicine, founded 
in Denmark in 1907, houses extensive collections in ophthalmology [22]. The German Museum of the History of Or-
thopaedic Surgery was founded in 1959 in Würzburg (now based in Frankfurt am Main). It also has a library with the 
largest public collection of books and publications on orthopaedics in Germany [23]. 

In 1983, The European Association of Museums of History of Medical Sciences (EAMHMS) was founded on the 
initiative of M.J. Sonolet. The earlier organization was the Société Internationale de l’Histoire de la Médecine (SIHM) 
[24]. Beginning in the 1990s, medical museums previously serving research and educational roles began to become 
venues accessible to a wider non-medical public [25]. Medical museums have always been subject to change in terms 
of ownership, purpose or audience. They are dynamic mausoleums that adapt to changing circumstances [26].

3.2. Museums of medicine in modern Europe
The statistical and quantitative survey showed that in 2025 there were about 279 museums in 36 European countries 
(Figure 1). Countries with the highest number of museums defined included the United Kingdom, France, Poland, It-
aly, Germany and Spain. The profiles of medical museums were also defined (Figure 2).
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Figure 1. Number of identified medical museums in European countries compiled from available online sources. 
Compiled by the author

Among the most common are general medical museums (34.4%), which present the history of medicine, famous per-
sonalities, anatomical collections, artifacts and even hospital designs and models. They present a holistic view of med-
icine. 17.6% of museums are devoted strictly to hospitals. They can be museums occupying an entire former historic 
hospital – most often in the case of medieval hospitals or in the form of a separate space in a hospital still in operation. 
In the case of very old hospitals that are no longer usable, a popular solution is to turn them into a museum that tells 
the story of the hospital over the centuries and the context of medicine for the time period. This is an approach that 
protects the heritage also architecturally and an activity that strongly sustains the identity of the place, builds its rec-
ognition in the context of the history of medicine and thus is an activity that influences the development of tourism. 
Internationally significant hospitals in particular have museums that tell the story of the hospital’s history and life, the 
discoveries and breakthroughs it has made, but often also its future. A slightly smaller number of museums include 
centres displaying anatomical collections (11.1%) or covering only pharmacy (10.8%). The most important figures who 
have made a special mark in the history of medicine are commemorated in museums dedicated to them (8.6%). These 
are most often located in the former places of residence of these personalities or the hospitals with which they were 
associated (e.g. Sigmund Freud, Florence Nightingale, William Hunter, Ignaz Semmelweis, Robert Koch, etc.). 17.6% 
of the museums surveyed represent special profiles that occur sparsely.
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Figure 2. Major profiles of medi-
cal museums in Europe (in 2025). 
Compiled by the author

Medical museums in smaller numbers come in the form of specific profiles. The largest group are war-related estab-
lishments telling, for example, the history of medicine during World War I or World War II; they may be located, for 
example, in former shelters that served as hospitals during the war. Some of them present the history of the Red Cross, 
etc. The special profiles of medical museums stem from the history and identity of the place where the museums are 
located. They have a strong connection to a place that has made its mark in the history of medicine and, more spe-
cifically, to a particular specialty of medicine. They are located in former hospitals that were important to the devel-
opment of medicine or are simply commemorative, such as some museums located in former psychiatric hospitals.

Figure 3. Other profiles of med-
ical museums in Europe (occur-
ring much less frequently than 
the main profiles). Compiled by 
the author

3.3. Museums of medicine – case study – architecture, history, identity
Many hospitals, especially those built before the 20th century, are difficult to adapt to modern standards in medicine. 
For this reason, they represent a difficult heritage, often with unique architecture. Because of the function they have 
served for centuries, they are not easy to adapt to new functions. However, from the point of view of preserving the 
memory of the former hospital and the people associated with it, but also the valuable architecture, one popular 
solution is to convert them into a medical museum. This is not only a solution that cultivates the identity of the place, 
but it is also a significant enrichment of the city’s cultural and tourist offer. Adapting a historic hospital building to a 
museum function is relatively easy, and further enhances the authenticity of the facility. The main problem in terms 
of architecture is the difficulty of adapting the building for people with disabilities. This is often influenced by the 
form and architectural solutions themselves, but also by conservation requirements for historic buildings. Removal 
of various barriers in modern museums is a key issue in order to increase their accessibility. These activities generate 
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additional costs, but in the long run they bring financial benefits from increased visitor numbers. The main aspects 
of increasing accessibility include the elimination of architectural barriers, since most medical museums are housed 
in historic buildings. The main problem in eliminating barriers is lack of funding [27]. Accessibility includes not only 
accommodating people with mobility difficulties, but also people who are blind or visually impaired, deaf and dumb, 
the elderly, etc. Many of the issues of increasing accessibility are solved by the use of modern digital technologies 
and also by the appropriate finishing and interior design of the museum.

  

 
Figure 4. The Josephinum – Medical History Museum Vienna/Austria. Exterior view of the building, a mock-up of 
the former hospital establishment (now home to the university, and interior views of the museum with its collection 
of wax anatomical figures and ancient medical devices and instruments. Photo by the author

One example of general museums is The Josephinum – Medical History Museum in Vienna (Figure 4) located in a for-
mer military medical academy opened in 1785. The representative building, which dates back to the time of Joseph II, 
is considered the most important example of classical architecture in Vienna. The museum houses the collections of 
the Medical University of Vienna. It is a place for dialogue, teaching and research. The museum’s collection includes 
artifacts dating back 650 years: books, archival materials and photographs, ancient medical instruments and tools, 
wax models (anatomical collection). In addition to the permanent collection depicting, among other things, anatom-
ical wax models from the 18th century, the history of the First and Second Viennese Medical School, and the recent 
history of medicine, the museum holds temporary exhibitions. The museum also tells the story of the building itself 
by presenting architectural drawings, 3D models and photographs [28].
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Figure 5. Pathological-anatomical collection in the Narrenturm, Vienna/Austria. Exterior view of the former 
psychiatric hospital building (now a museum) and the interior of one of the exhibition rooms. Photo by the author

Another example of the preservation of architectural heritage and a form of psychiatric hospital that was new for the 
time is the combination of two functions. The first function on the first floor includes a medical museum with a pa-
thology and anatomy collection. The second is dedicated to the history of the hospital with the possibility of visiting 
the upper floors. The building, called Narrenturm, is a monument to the history of health care and medicine from the 
late 18th century (Figure 5). The classicist building designed by architect Josef Gerl was opened on April 19, 1784 as 
the first institution in Europe to treat only patients with mental illness. The 5-story tower housed 28 cells on the first 
floor, which were connected by a central corridor. The psychiatric hospital operated in the building until 1866. In lat-
er years, the building was used for business purposes, housing medical staff, students and employees of the General 
Hospital, among other things, and since 1971 it has housed a pathological-anatomical museum. The pathology-anat-
omy collection has served to document and study diseases for more than 200 years. After the building was renovat-
ed and reopened with a new collection in 2020, the exhibition was adapted not only for doctors, medical students, 
nurses, but also for elementary school students and all interested people [29]. The anatomical collection at the Nar-
renturm in Vienna is one of the largest collections of human specimens in Europe. It is an important source for the 
study of dysmorphology by presenting specimens of rare congenital anomalies. It is important for research and for 
preserving the heritage for future generations of researchers [30]. The example of the museum in Narrenturm is an 
excellent example of how to preserve valuable architectural heritage by introducing a new function that corresponds 
to the original function.

Beaune, a small town in the Burgundy-Franche-Comté region of France, is a phenomenon in terms of tourism. A 
strong part of the town’s identity is the former Hôtel-Dieu hospital, which, despite the small scale of the town and its 
remote location, attracts crowds of tourists from all over the world (Figure 6). The former hospital – now a museum 
in the centre of Beaune – is an extremely valuable architectural heritage and history of a former hospital in a medie-
val building. Nicolas Rolin and Guigone de Salins founded the Hôtel-Dieu in 1443 on the model of Flemish hospitals, 
whose purpose was to provide care for the poor and disadvantaged. The building is an exceptional example of Bur-
gundian architecture of the 15th century. The construction of the hospital was most likely overseen by Flemish architect 
Jacques Wiscrère [31]. The hospital consists of two 2-conditional buildings situated by a stone courtyard. From the 
outside from the street, the building may not seem impressive due to its rather austere facade and grey roof. How-
ever, once inside, the stone courtyard shows considerable contrast and architecture that is breathtaking. The court-
yard dazzles with the color of the varnished tiles, the lofty skylights, gables and galleries. The ornate roofs of specific 
glazed tiles are a hallmark of Burgundian architecture. The hospital’s facade is an example of northern Renaissance 
urban architecture. Functionally, the hospital was divided into administrative, kitchen and pharmacy facilities. Nuns 
and patients were housed near the chapel in the centre of the establishment. The functional layout of the museum 
corresponds to the original arrangement of the functions of the former hospital. The largest space is occupied by the 
patients’ ward in a hall layout ending in a chapel, which allowed sick patients to attend mass. The building is full of 
interesting details and art. 
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Figure 6. Hôtel-Dieu – Hospices in Beaune, Beaune/France. View of the main courtyard, bedroom for wealthy 
patients, garden and hospital kitchen. Photo by the author

Interestingly, the hospital operated in this building until 1971. Today there is a hospital museum, which offers many 
more attractions and is a major part of Beaune’s tourism. Associated with the hospital is a tradition of an annual charity 
auction dating back to 1859. It is considered the most famous wine charity auction in the world. Every third Sunday 
in November, it hosts a three-day festival dedicated to the food and wines of Burgundy (Les Trois Glorieuses). Asso-
ciated with the hospital and now the museum is a non-profit organization that owns 61 hectares of vineyards [32]. 
The museum tells the history of the hospital, transporting visitors back in time to the realities of a medieval hospital. 
It presents, among other things, a room for the poor with a chapel, a smaller room of a higher standard with art ele-
ments for wealthy patients, a hospital pharmacy with a hospital garden, and a kitchen arranged exactly as it functioned 
hundreds of years ago. Further down the museum, you can see old medical equipment as well as the finest works 
of art. It is in the Hospices de Beaune that the famous work The Polyptych of the Last Judgement by Roger Van der 
Weyden is located. The courtyard of the hospital is additionally the site of the monthly annual Baroque opera festival.

A similar example to the French hospital is represented on a smaller scale by the Spedale del Ceppo museum in 
Pistoia, Italy (Figure 7). Founded in 1277, the hospital operated until 2012, when it was moved to a new building. The 
museum illustrates historical, architectural and artistic events in the form of a Robbia frieze of polychrome glazed terra 
cotta – a composition that is the main dominant element of the front facade above the exterior loggia. It is a master-
piece of Renaissance sculpture. The museum presents through traditional as well as digital techniques the history of 
health care in Pistoia. It features, among other things, a collection of surgical instruments, artifacts from the field of 
psychiatry and biographies of famous doctors associated with the hospital. An 18th-century anatomical theatre is also 
an important feature. The museum also offers a short virtual tour [33].
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Figure 7. Museo dello Spedale del Ceppo, Pistoia/Italy. View of the front facade and one of the museum’s interior 
rooms. Photo by the author

 
Figure 8. St Bartholomew’s Hospital Museum, London/UK. Interior view of the museum. Photo by the author

 
Figure 9. Florence Nightingale Museum, London/UK. Interior view of the museum. Photo by the author
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The museum at St. Bart’s Hospital is a slightly different example of a museum that occupies a small part of a hospital 
that is still in use (Figure 8). The museum’s exhibits include items (surgical and medical equipment, apothecary’s tools, 
artwork) and archives dating back to the 12th century, which are drawn from the hospital’s historical collections. The 
museum depicts the rich and long history of one of the oldest and most renowned hospitals in the world. The mu-
seum’s narrative also features profiles of figures associated with the hospital, especially those who made significant 
contributions to the development of medicine, such as William Harvey (a doctor at St. Bartholomew’s Hospital), who 
discovered the circulation of blood. The museum also tells stories about patients and staff members, as well as the 
hospital’s role in educating medical students [34].

Another large group of medical museums is dedicated to people who have made a permanent mark on medi-
cal history. The best example of this is Florence Nightingale the most famous figure in the history of nursing, whose 
museum is located in Istanbul and London. The Florence Nightingale Museum in London (Figure 9) tells the story of 
the life of the founder of modern nursing, her work during the Crimean War and her fight for better health care for 
ordinary people. The small museum is attractive to visitors of all ages. The museum hosts various thematic events. 
Education is an important part of the museum’s activities. The museum offers educational events “Meet Miss Night-
ingale” for elementary, secondary and higher schools as well as families. The goal is to spread knowledge about the 
life, activities and achievements in nursing of Florence Nightingale [35].

  

Figure 10. The Freud Museum, London/UK. View of Freud’s home in London, his original study and the digital free 
3D version of the museum. Photo by the author
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An equally recognizable person who has contributed to another field of medicine – psychiatry – is Sigmund Freud. A 
museum dedicated to Freud is located in Vienna in the apartment where he lived before World War II, and a second 
museum is located in his former home in London, where he lived during and after the war (Figure 10). The museum 
tells the story of the life of psychoanalysis founder Sigmund Freud and his daughter Anna Freud (a pioneer of child 
psychoanalysis). The museum also offers philosophical workshops for children, intimate temporary and permanent 
exhibitions (also available online), film screenings, online courses, research seminars and artistic performances (plays 
recounting medical cases from the life of Sigmund Freud). Various events also include thematic meetings, such as 
“Freud Sessions” which are led by therapists (e.g., Jeremy Sachs at 2025, author of a book about male survivors of 
sexual abuse) [36].

The interior of the museum reflects the original design and contains items from Freud’s life. The highlight is 
Freud’s study with its famous couch. The museum is also available in virtual form to anyone. A detailed 3D model (us-
ing 3D scanning and point cloud) allows exploration of the museum from anywhere in the world.

  

Figure 11. Bethlem Museum of the Mind, London/UK. View of the exterior and interior of the museum and the 
virtual 3D model of the museum. Photo by the author

The last group of museums are those dedicated to a specific specialty or issue. Bethlem Museum of the Mind focuses 
on the history of Bethlem Royal Hospital, the facility’s program and patients. The history of this hospital dates back 
to 1247, which moved to its current location in 1930. The museum holds archives from Bethlem Hospital dating back 
to the 16th century. The museum opened in 2015 in an art deco style building in one of the buildings of the hospital 
complex in a London suburb (Figure 11). The museum is a new form of the previous small museum established in 1970, 
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which mainly displayed the hospital’s art collection. The museum is accessible to people with disabilities, the use of 
guide dogs, assistance dogs and therapy dogs. An additional amenity is a permanent loop accessible to hearing aid 
users. In addition to restrooms and an elevator for people with disabilities, prints about the exhibitions are available 
in large print. As at the Freud Museum, free online tours of the museum are also possible through the use of an in-
teractive 3D model. As an added convenience, a digital guide to the museum is available in the form of a free art and 
culture app, which allows a deeper experience of the museum visit. The museum hosts exhibitions of contemporary 
artists who are or have been patients. In addition to exhibitions, events, the museum also provides educational group 
visits for schools, adults and families. It also offers rental of some rooms [37]. 

 
Figure 12. The Old Operating Theatre Museum & Herb Garret, London/UK. Interior views of the museum with the 
oldest surviving operating theatre. Photo by the author

 
Figure 13. Museum of Contraception and Abortion, Vienna/Austria. View of the exhibition inside the museum. 
Photo by the author
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The Old Operating Theatre Museum & Herb Garret in London is a unique museum located in the attic of the early 18th 
century Old St Thomas’ Hospital church (Figure 12). It focuses on the history of medicine and surgery. Originally, the 
attic space was used to dry and store herbs for medicine for patients. In 1822, an operating room was located there, 
which is the oldest surviving operating theatre in Europe for female patients. The museum offers a range of activities 
such as performances, family and thematic workshops, outdoor filming, photo shoots, creative projects, educational 
programs, competitions (e.g., Writing Competition, Theme: Anatomy), and private rental of the museum and its col-
lection is also possible. The museum also offers a number of online activities: articles, interactive games (e.g. Step into 
the role of a surgeon), thematic and educational apps, educational videos, etc. [38].

A recent unusual example of a museum is the Museum of Contraception and Abortion, founded in 2003 in Vi-
enna by gynaecologist Christian Fiala. The museum is housed in premises in a historic building. It describes historical 
forms of birth control in detail and the purpose of its establishment was to promote the use of contraceptives and 
family planning techniques. The museum’s three rooms present the history of contraception from ancient Egypt to 
methods that will be used in the future and many other threads. The museum is interactive and the museum’s website 
provides extensive information greatly expanding the scope presented in the stationary museum [39].

3.4. Contemporary challenges and the future of medical museums
In addition to their educational value to medical students, pathology museums provide tremendous biological value used 
for scientific research, but preserving and maintaining anatomical specimens is difficult and expensive [40]. Advances 
in online technology and cost reductions have enabled their use by museums. This makes it possible for Internet users 
from all over the world to visit these museums. This is an activity that increases the accessibility of medical museums 
and attracts more visitors. An example of such a museum is the multimedia anatomy museum in Thessaloniki [41].

The development of technology, but also the experience of lockdown during the Covid-19 pandemic, resulted in 
the need to expand the offerings of the stationary museum with the possibility of virtual tours through the museum’s 
digital collection. Medical museums are evolving by expanding their collections to include contemporary items, as 
exemplified by the museums’ collection and display of testimony of the Covid-19 pandemic [42]. The need for med-
ical museums to expand their audiences through digital means has increased, especially in the wake of the Covid-19 
pandemic [43]. State-of-the-art medical museums ensure that stationary collections are available in virtual form as 
high-quality 3D models, which, in the case of anatomical objects, allow researchers and educators to use, analyse and 
even 3D print models from anywhere [44]. The modern form of museums has evolved with a digital version – acces-
sibility at any time and from anywhere. But the digital transformation of museums also includes stationary activities 
through interactive exhibitions, among others [45].

The contemporary experience of cultural heritage can be enhanced by immersive technologies such as virtual 
reality, augmented reality and mixed reality. In museum spaces, they allow to improve the conditions for learning and 
understanding [46]. The use of digital technologies in modern museums manifests itself in four forms. The first is the 
on-site approach to improving cultural heritage preservation. The second is an on-site approach aimed at improving 
the museum experience. The third is manifested in an online approach to extend the museum experience beyond the 
museum. The last is an approach based on multisensory and interactive technologies to create broader, accessible 
and hybrid museum experiences [47].

4. Discussion
In the case of medical museums related to anatomy, a controversial issue is the dehumanization of specimens often 
reduced to specific diseases or injuries. Particularly controversial are museum specimens obtained from former patients 
of psychiatric centres, who experience additional dehumanization due to the stigma associated with a mental illness 
diagnosis. The Indiana Museum Medical History Museum has applied measures to rehumanize human specimens in 
medical museums. To this end, historical records and other documents were used to develop narratives describing 
the lived experiences of individuals whose tissues were used in the museum’s collection [48].

Former psychiatric hospitals that were symbols of oppression are nowadays being transformed into new functions 
like residential areas, business parks or hotels. This approach helps to erase a troublesome past and give a new quality 
to the space. However, preserving the heritage and memory of the facility’s former patients is an essential component 
of the identity of such a place. Modern technologies make it possible to create a digital museum without a stationary 
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location. Such an example is the Långbro Hospital in Sweden converted into a residential area. The former institution 
has been memorialized in a digital museum, by which a former place with negative connotations has been preserved 
in a non-place in a virtual form preserving the memory, but also playing a popularizing role drawing attention to 
past, but also current injustice and oppression, with the goal of contributing to changing such a state of affairs [49].

In the past, the medical museum was a teaching source as important in medical schools as its library. Today, 
most medical museums are obsolete or extinct [50]. The lack of interest of the Polish medical community in its own 
material medical heritage was pointed out at the beginning of the 21st century by Z. Podgórska-Klawe [51]. After 25 
years, it can be seen that this trend has reversed, and medical museums are found in almost every European country, 
and Poland is in the lead in terms of the number of such institutions.

Modern museums are a very important part of culture, cultivating the heritage of medicine, but also preserving 
the precious architecture of ancient hospitals that witnessed medical breakthroughs. The offerings of museums are 
extremely rich, encompassing not only a simple tour of the facility, but also offering a variety of events for every age 
group, interactive applications, 3D models and much more. In addition to the primary purpose of these museums – 
awareness and memory of history, education, but also entertainment – medical museums can have a therapeutic func-
tion. Some of them, especially those dedicated to psychiatry, offer events, meetings and support activities. However, 
just visiting museums can have a therapeutic effect.

According to a study by Grüb and Martin, for most of the public, museums have high value from an individual, 
social and economic perspective. This is an argument for maintaining this type of public organization, which makes 
a valuable contribution to society [52]. Brussels implemented an innovative program in 2022 that offers prescription 
visits to museums for people struggling with anxiety, stress and depression. In 2024, the program was expanded by 
offering free admission to museums for people with neurological, cardiac, oncological and Alzheimer’s diseases. It is 
recognized that activities of this type can be a therapeutic tool to complement traditional therapies. A side value of 
these activities is to promote going to museums, among people who have not previously done so. It is also the pre-
vention of self-stigmatization and social isolation, which brings a number of benefits, such as feelings of relaxation, 
well-being or reduced stress and anxiety [53]. Swiss doctors have expanded prescriptions for patients with mental 
disorders and chronic diseases to include walks in public gardens, museums and art galleries. The initiative is to be 
tested for a year, with the possibility of expanding to include further activities such as theatre [54]. According to a 
survey conducted by the Finnish Museum Association, as many as 99% of respondents stated that visiting a museum 
has a positive impact on their long-term well-being [55].

5. Summary and conclusions
Modern medical museums in Europe represent various fields of medicine, but most often present the history of med-
icine in general. The number of such institutions is very large, which may be an indication of their popularity. The rich 
offerings of medical museums, the use of modern digital technologies and adaptation to current conditions keep this 
type of entertainment combined with learning attractive and in demand. Museums of medicine are an important part 
of the cultural resource of any country building recognition of the place, protecting unique heritage and identity by 
cultivating the history of medicine, hospitals and people who have contributed to the progress of medicine over the 
centuries.

Medical museums have a number of advantages in terms of architecture, history and identity (Tab. 2). The exam-
ples presented here can serve as inspiration for medical facilities that have a history of achievements in medicine, if 
only on a smaller scale. Especially hospitals from the 20th century, whose history may not seem very long and interest-
ing, yet in the perspective of future generations, it is worth appreciating the architecture of 20th century hospitals and 
their equipment, which reflect the state of medicine at that time. They are a valuable heritage of the 20th century that 
should be protected. Some facilities, due to the great progress that has been made in the 21st century, are struggling 
with a number of functional and technical problems [56] by which they may require the construction of new facilities 
and the adaptation of old ones for other functions in the near future. One possible function, especially for smaller fa-
cilities, could be a medical museum, which greatly expands the cultural offer of a city or region.
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Table 2. Advantages of medical museums from the point of view of architecture, history and identity. Compiled by 
the author

Architecture History Identity

1

Preservation of the architectural 
heritage of historic hospitals 
(giving a function related to 

the original function)

Cultivate history of place, 
medicine through collecting, 

documenting heritage

Strengthening social identity 
– local and regional heritage, 

achievements in medicine

2

Enriching the cultural and tourist offer 
of the city – building recognition 
of the region and the architecture 
of valuable health care facilities

Educational activities of 
different age groups – various 
methods of history promotion

Integrating the local 
community by organizing 

workshops, events, etc. 

3 Use of digital technologies (3D 
scanning, interactive 3D models, VR)

Interactive applications 
and games – learning 
history through play

Promotion of local 
identity internationally
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Muzea medycyny w Europie – 
architektura, historia, tożsamość

Streszczenie: Muzea medycyny są ważnymi ośrodkami kultywującymi historię medycyny, jej rozwoju na przestrzeni 
wieków, ale także szpitali w których dokonywały się przełomy oraz osób które się do nich przyczyniły. Celem badań 
była charakterystyka współczesnych muzeów w kontekście architektury, historii i tożsamości. Obszar badań obejmował 
całą Europę. Zastosowano badania statystyczne i ilościowe w celu określenia liczby oraz profili muzeów medycyny 
w Europie. Studium przypadku z badaniami in-situ objęły 20 muzeów reprezentujących różne profile. W 36 krajach 
zidentyfikowano 279 muzea, które dzielą się na grupy o jednym z 6 profili. Mogą one skupiać się na ogólnej historii 
medycyny, na anatomii, farmacji, konkretnym szpitalu, osobie związanej z medycyną lub konkretnej specjalizacji czy 
zagadnieniu. Wiele z badanych muzeów posiada rozbudowaną ofertę atrakcji dla różnych grup wiekowych, zarówno 
w formie stacjonarnej oraz online. Muzea medycyny są także doskonałym przykładem ochrony cennego dziedzictwa 
architektonicznego poprzez nadanie nowej funkcji nieużytkowanym szpitalom w powiązaniu do ich pierwotnej medycznej 
funkcji. Dzięki temu opowieść o historii medycyny nabiera większej autentyczności i atrakcyjności wzmacniając lokalną 
tożsamość. Współczesne muzea wykorzystują nowoczesne technologie wzbogacając swoją ofertę oraz zwiększając 
dostępność do prezentowanych przez nich treści.

Słowa kluczowe: muzea medycyny, muzea szpitali, dziedzictwo medycyny w Europie
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