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Saint Apollonia - from martyr to patron saint of dentists
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ABSTRACT

Saint Apollonia is a Christian martyr and patron saint of dentists and people suffering from toothache or other oral
ailments. She lived in Alexandria, Egypt, in the 3rd century AD, during the intense persecution of Christians by the
Roman Empire under Emperor Decius. At a time when medicine was powerless against disease, pain and suffering,
turning to saints for help was an important part of religious and emotional support for many people.
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STRESZCZENIE

Swieta Apolonia jest chrzescijaska meczennica oraz patronka dentystéw i oséb cierpigcych na bél zebéw lub inne
dolegliwosci jamy ustnej. Zyta w Aleksandrii w Egipcie w Ill wieku n.e., w okresie intensywnych prze$ladowan chrze-
Scijan przez Cesarstwo Rzymskie za panowania cesarza Decjusza. W czasach, gdy medycyna byta bezradna wobec
choréb, bélu i cierpienia, zwracanie sie do swietych o pomoc stanowito wazny element wsparcia religijnego i emo-

cjonalnego dla wielu ludzi.

Stowa kluczowe: Swieta Apolonia, patronka dentystéw, kult $wietych meczennikéw, ikony i rzezby.

The cult of saints, present in Christianity, played
a significant role both in spiritual life and in sha-
ping social and professional traditions.

At a time when medicine was powerless aga-
inst disease, pain and suffering, turning to saints
for help was an important element of religious and
emotional support for many people. Saints who
were patrons served both as spiritual intercessors
and role models for those in the medical profes-
sion. The lives of saints were often associated with
caring for the sick or personal experiences of suffe-
ring, mercy, concern for human life or selfless help
[1]. This is how the phenomenon of patronage, one
of the most characteristic features of Christian cul-
ture, came into being [2, 3].
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The presence of patron saints in medical cul-
ture can be seen in iconography, guild traditions,
prayers, and, nowadays, also in institutional sym-
bolism, e.g. in the names of hospitals or medical
centres. Although the development of biomedical
sciences has significantly changed the way dise-
ases are treated and perceived, the role of patron
saints has not changed or disappeared. Today, the-
ir significance is often interpreted more broadly -
as ethical inspiration, a symbol of care for huma-
nity, and cultural heritage. This emphasises the
humanistic dimension of medicine. Studies on the
patrons of medical professions show how religion,
culture and health practice have intertwined over
the centuries, creating a lasting foundation for the

PRACA ORYGINALNA!



Maja Matthews-Kozanecka, Matgorzata tysiak-Majchrzak

contemporary understanding of the ideal of a do-
ctor as a person serving people in illness and suf-
fering [4].

Apolonia of Alexandria is one of the lesser
known and less described saints in literature, but
nonetheless an important figure in the history of
Christianity. She lived in Alexandria at the end of
the 3rd century, one of the most important intel-
lectual centres of late antiquity. She was a Catholic
nun who cared for children and the sick. Througho-
ut her life, she remained faithful to Christian values.
She was also known for her great piety and mer-
cy towards the poor. St. Apollonia was born at the
end of the 2nd century in Alexandria, Egypt. She
was a deaconess of the Alexandrian Church, known
for her mercy towards the poor and her great pie-
ty [5, 6]. In the middle of the 3rd century, the city
became the scene of violent social and religious
tensions, with Christians being persecuted. During
the pogrom in Alexandria around 249, organised
to celebrate the millennium of the Roman Empire,
Apollonia died a martyr's death for refusing to re-
nounce her Christian faith. Her tormentors subjec-
ted her to torture, exposing her to painful torment.
They broke her jaw and knocked out all her teeth.
St. Apollonia, remaining courageous in the face of
suffering, threw herself onto the pyre. Her cult de-
veloped in early Christianity, and she herself beca-
me the patron saint of dentists [7-10]. The fate and
martyrdom of Apollonia can be learned from the
letters of St. Dionysius, who wrote them to Fabius,
Bishop of Antioch [11]. Dionysius' letter describing
the martyrdom of St. Apollonia is the only histo-
rical document of the persecutions in Alexandria
and what we really know about the saint herself,
quote: "Then they also seized the most magnifi-
cent virgin, Apollonia, an old woman, and striking
her in the jaw, they knocked out all her teeth. They
litafire outside the city and threatened to burn her
alive if she did not join them in their godless cries.
And she, begging a little, was released when she
eagerly jumped into the fire and was consumed
(...)" end of quote [9]. Apolonia belongs to a group
of martyrs who did not expect death, but in order
to preserve their purity, when faced with the cho-
ice of renouncing their faith or suffering and de-
ath, they voluntarily and without hesitation made
their decision. The cult of St. Apollonia developed
from the Middle Ages onwards and gained special
significance in the dental community, making her
the patron saint of dentists, dental technicians and
all those suffering from toothache [12]. The interest
in St. Apollonia probably stems from the dramatic
story of her martyrdom, as well as the rich icono-
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graphic tradition, in which pliers and an extracted
tooth have become characteristic elements, appe-
aring in almost every depiction of this saint. The
first evidence of prayers to St. Apollonia as an inter-
cessor for toothache dates back to the 12th-13th
centuries [6, 8].

In Poland, the cult of Apolloniaappeared around
the 13th-14th centuries, and this was contributed
to by the development of medieval hagiography.
One of the most interesting pieces of information,
according to the 15th-century Pontifical of Krakow,
is that St. Apollonia was referred to as the patron
saint of Regni Poloniae (‘the Kingdom of Poland’)
and was venerated as the patron saint of Regni Po-
loniae. Hagiographic sources indicate that this title
appeared in liturgical/Orthodox documents in me-
dieval Poland. However, the term ‘patron saint of
the Kingdom of Poland’ in this context is more of
a symbolic liturgical title than a formal state patro-
nage in the sense we understand it today (e.g. the
main patron saint of Poland) [13].

Contemporary lists of Polish patron saints do
not mention St. Apollonia as one of the main natio-
nal patron saints. Moreover, historical literature on
the Church also suggests that St. Apollonia was ve-
nerated liturgically in the local church in Krakow.

Images of the saint can be found, among
others, in churches in Matopolska, Silesia and Wiel-
kopolska. The iconography of St. Apollonia is very
rich, symbolic and deeply rooted in the story of
her martyrdom. To this day, it continues to inspi-
re both artists and representatives of the medical
world [9].

Her figure remains an important element of
both spiritual and professional cultural heritage.
The authors of the study present reproductions of
two depictions of St. Apollonia representing diffe-
rent styles. Particularly noteworthy is the Baroque
sculpture located in the Benedictine abbey in Krze-
szow. The local Sanctuary of Our Lady of Grace ho-
uses a large collection of sacred art, sculptures and
paintings, and the figure of St. Apollonia fits into
this context of rich Baroque furnishings [15-17].
The statue was made together with the main altar
of the basilica before 1779. It was mentioned in the
visitation records from 1832, which confirms that
it already existed in the first half of the 19th cen-
tury. All the figures from the main altar of the Shri-
ne of Our Lady of Grace are characterised by the-
ir slender silhouettes, lightness and freedom, and
the soft arrangement of their robes, reflecting the
movement of the figures. The faces are carved in
a very distinctive manner, especially in the female
figures, where great attention to detail can be seen
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in the precise rendering of the elements of the co-
stume, as well as its decorations and details. This is
also how St. Apollonia was carved - Figure 1.

calm and deep symbolism, reminding us of the sa-
int's faith, courage and sacrifice — Figure 2.

Figure 1. The sculpture of St. Apollonia from the church
in Krzeszéw is hollowed out and placed on a square
base. St. Apollonia is shown frontally, with a bent sil-
houette, her head tilted to her right shoulder, her right
hand on her chest, holding a pair of pliers with a tooth in
her hand, her left hand bent to the side. Her face is oval,
with a prominent chin, almond-shaped eyes, deeply ca-
rved corners of the eyes, a straight nose and full lips. Her
hair is curly, curled above her forehead. She is dressed in
adress tied at the waist, with a cloak thrown over her left
shoulder. Own source

A different style is represented by a contempo-
rary icon made in Bielsk Podlaski. The depiction of
St. Apolloniais in the style of a traditional Christian
icon. Against a golden background, symbolising
divinity and eternity, the figure of the saint appe-
ars with a bright halo around her head. She is dres-
sed in a green cloak and pink tunic, and her head
is covered with a white veil with a red element. In
her right hand, she holds a cross and a green palm
as a sign of martyrdom and victory over death. In
her left hand, she holds tongs with a tooth, a cha-
racteristic attribute referring to the suffering she
endured. The painting features Greek letters spel-
ling out the saint's name: ‘Apolonia’. The composi-
tion is simple and harmonious, and the colours are
intense and contrasting, emphasising the spiritual
dimension of the representation. The icon exudes
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Figure 2. A contemporary icon of St. Apollonia made in
Bielsk Podlaski. It depicts St. Apollonia against a golden
background, with a bright halo around her head, em-
phasising her holiness. She is dressed in a green cloak
and a pink tunic, and her head is covered with a whi-
te veil with a red element. In her right hand, she holds
a cross and a green palm — a sign of martyrdom. In her
left hand, she holds pliers with a tooth, an attribute of
her martyrdom. The painting features Greek letters with
the saint's name. The composition is simple, harmonious
and full of Christian symbolism. Own source

The Diocese of Ptock has the only church in Po-
land dedicated to Saint Apollonia, where her relics
are kept. In 2021, the Brotherhood of Saint Apollo-
nia was established, which brings together denti-
sts and healthcare professionals and promotes the
cult of the saint in Poland. The most common attri-
butes of Apollonia include: pliers holding a tooth,
which refers to torture and fortitude, the palm of
martyrdom, which symbolises victory over death,
a cross or a book, which are signs of holiness and
teaching, and fire, which refers to her death in fla-
mes [18].

In iconography, Saint Apollonia is depicted as
a young woman, often in rich attire, although it is
known that at the time of her martyrdom she was
already an elderly woman. However, St. Apollonia
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remains one of the most recognisable saints in the
context of the history of medicine and dentistry.
Little is known about the life of St. Apollonia due
to the limited sources available, but her memory is
preserved in the form of relics, paintings, statues,
prayers and traditions. Her feast day is celebrated
on 9th February [7].

Saints were seen as people who, thanks to their
faith and heroic attitude, achieved complete union
with God and thus could intercede for people in
their daily needs. Over time, this developed into
a tradition of entrusting them with specific areas of
life, specific illnesses or suffering.

Acknowledgements

Conflict of interest statement
The authors declare no conflict of interest.

Funding sources
There are no sources of funding to declare.

References

[11 Chomentowska E. Postuga mitosierdzia na przykfa-
dzie medycznej dziatalnoscikamilianéwioratorianéw
na ziemiach polskich w XX wieku. Arch Hist Filoz Med.
2020;83:75-84. doi: 10.12797/AHIFM.83.2020.83.07.

[2] Peltier LF. Patron saints of medicine. Clin Orthop Re-
lat Res. 1997;334:374-9, PMID: 9005934.

[3] Ziegler ). Medicine and Religion in the Middle Ages,
Oxford 2005.

[4] Stworal, Wilemska-Kucharzewska K, Kucharzewski M.
Swieta Apolonia - patronka dentystéw w malarstwie
europejskim. Ann Acad Med Siles. 2012;66(4):76-80.

[5] tysiak-Seichter M, kysiak M. Swieta Apolonia - patron-
ka dentystéw. Czas Stomatol. 2006;LIX(4):285-288.

[6] https://dentalmuseum.pacific.edu/st-apollonia-
gallery/ (data wejscia 20.10.2025).

[7]1 Niekrash CE. Saint Apollonia: Patron Saint of Denti-
stry. In: Ferneini, EM Goupil, MT Halepas, S. (eds) The

]6

History of Maxillofacial Surgery. Springer, Cham. 2002;
3-11, https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-89563-1_1.

[8] https://www.newadvent.org/cathen/01617c.htm St.
Apollonia (data wejscia 20.10.2025).

[9] tysiak M, tysiak-Seichter M. Apolonia z Aleksan-
drii — zraniona uzdrowicielka. Arch Hist Filoz Med.
2007;70:121-123.

[10] Dziedzic J. Swieta Apolonia — patronka stomatolo-
gow. Zarys ikonograficzny, Annales Academiae Me-
dicae Silesiensis. 2010;64:201-210.

[11] New Adwent, Fathers of the Church, Church History
(Eusebius), Book VI (http://www.newadvent.org/fa-
thers/250106.htm?utm_source=chatgpt.com) LIST.

[12] Pawlaczyk Z. Patroni zawodéw medycznych w tra-
dycji Kosciofa - przypadek sw. Apolonii. Studia Gne-
snensia. 2011;25:133-148.

[13] Gryczynski M. Swieta Apolonia z Aleksandrii — 9 lu-
tego, Przewodnik Katolicki. 2005;6.

[14] Fros H, Medrek H. Sw. Apolonia z Aleksandrii, [w:]
Encyklopedia katolicka, t. 1, red. Gryglewicz F, tuka-
szyk R, Sutowski Z. Lublin. 1989;794-795.

[15] Skorupa A. Zabytkowe koscioty polskiego Spisza.
Krakéw 2001.

[16] Skorupa A. Sztuki plastyczne doby baroku na Polskim
Spiszu, cz. 1: Rzezba, Almanach Nowotarski. 107-124.

[17] Szydtowski T. Zabytki sztuki w Polsce. Inwentarz to-
pograficzny, cz. 3: Wojewoddztwo krakowskie, t. 1,
z. 1: Powiat nowotarski. Warszawa. 1938.

[18] Wanecki J. Sanktuarium sw. Apolonii. Gazeta lekar-
ska. 2025;4:74.

Acceptance for editing: 4.05.2026
Acceptance for publication: 25.05.2026

Correspondence address:
pszczolka-maja@o2.pl

DENTAL FORUM /1/2026/LIV



