
Lesson 1

Introduction to 
surgery 

Classification, History, Physical Examination & 
Investigations
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Objectives

By the end of this lesson, you should be able to:
1. Describe how to take and perform a 

systematic history and physical examination 
of a surgical patient 

2. Interpret common surgical patients 
symptoms and signs into a diagnosis

3. Describe the importance of investigations in 
confirming diagnoses of surgical patients
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Definition

Surgery is the branch of medicine that deals with the 
physical manipulation of a bodily structure to 
diagnose, prevent, or cure an ailment. It also refers 
to performance of such procedures by a surgeon
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Why do we need to perform surgery

In 16th century, a French surgeon named Ambroise
Pare, stated that there were five reasons to perform 
surgery. These are to:

1. Eliminate that which is superfluous 

2. Restore that which has been dislocated 

3. Separate that which has been united 

4. Join that which has been divided

5. Repair the defects of nature
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3 major obstacles in surgery
Up until the industrial revolution, surgeons were 

incapable of overcoming three principal obstacles 
which had plagued the medical profession from its 
infancy.  These obstacles are:

1. Pain

2. Bleeding

3. Infection

Advances in these fields have transformed surgery 
from a risky "art" into a scientific discipline capable 
of treating many diseases and conditions.
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History of surgery
• The first surgical techniques were developed to treat 

injuries and traumas. 
• It involved suturing lacerations, amputating 

insalvageable limbs, and draining and cauterizing 
open wounds. 

• Oldest surgery that is evidenced is trepanation
(burrholes or craniotomy) – 12000 BC

• Setting bones and splinting, intramedullary fixation 
with wooden splints is reported in early spanish
texts

• Anaesthesia using alcohol or opium is one of the 
oldest surgical techniques reported
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Pain  

– Cauterization

– Ligatures

Infection

– Spread through contamination - Ignaz

– Washing hands - aseptic techniques - Lister

– Antibiotics – Louis Pasteur

Pain

– Anaethesia – Dentist Horace Wells (1840)

– Ether, chloroform – John Snow

– Muscle relaxants e.g. curare
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Classification

Divisions of Surgery – very many
• General
• Orthopaedic
• Peadiatric
• Cardiothoracic and Vascular
• Plastic or reconstructive
• Maxillofacial
• Gastroenteric
• Neurosurgery
• Urology
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Classification cont…

Types of surgeries

Diagnostic, exploratory, reconstructive, curative, 
pariative, transplant, elective, urgent, emergency

According to magnitude

Major, medium, minor
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Surgical History

1. Demographics/Bio-data – name, age, gender, 
occupation

2. Presenting complaint(s) (C/O)
3. History of presenting complaints or present illness
4. Systemic inquiry
5. Past medical History – chronic dxs, op, accidents, 

admission
6. Family and Social History – alcohol, smoking, mobility, 

accommodation
7. Obstetric and gynaecological history
8. Drug and allergy History

Create PDF files without this message by purchasing novaPDF printer (http://www.novapdf.com)

http://www.novapdf.com
http://www.novapdf.com


Approach to physical Examination

1. General Examination

2. Local Examination
– Inspection

– Palpation

– Percussion

– Auscultation

– Special tests
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Important surgical symptoms

1. Pain
2. Swelling
3. Vomiting
4. Cough
5. Bleeding
6. Dysphagia
7. Change in bowel habits
8. Abdominal distension
9. Difficult in micturation
10.Joint stiffness
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Pain
1. Definition - Unpleasant sensory and emotional 

experience associated with actual or potential tissue 
damage.  Can be classified into somatic or autonomic 
depending on organ of origin

2. Site 
3. Onset
4. Character – stabbing, sharp, dull, burning, aching, 

colicy etc
5. Radiation or referral
6. Aggravating or relieving factor
7. Timing
8. Severity
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Swelling
1. History of swelling

• Onset, course, duration?

• Painful or painless?

• Other lumps?

• Effect on general condition?

• Cause?

• Does the lump disappear
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2. Examination of a swelling

• Inspection - Site, size, Shape, Symmetry, surface, 
skin overlying, scars special signs e.g. pulsations, 
cough impulse, movements, association with 
swallowing

• Palpation - Tenderness, skin temperature, size, 
surface (smooth, irregular, nodular), edges (well 
defined, ill defined), consistency (cystic or solid, soft 
or hard), relationship to surrounding structures 
(skin, muscle, arteries, nerves), draining lymph 
nodes, special signs
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Consistency of the swelling

Cystic – Fluctuation, Paget’s test (a solid 
tumour is most hard in the center, where 
as a cyst is least hard at its center)

Solid – soft, firm, indurated, hard
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A lump’s relationship to skin

• Is the lump separate from the 
surrounding skin? – Pinch the skin 
over the lump

• Is the lump tethered or fixed to the 
skin? – move the lump an see what 
happens
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A lump’s relationship with muscle

• Feel the swelling before an after 
muscle contraction

• Is the swelling superficial, within, or 
deep to the muscle
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Other specific diagnostic signs of lumps

• Pulsations – expansile or transmitted

• Transillumination – e.g. in hydrocele or  
cystic hygroma

• Neck lumps – thyroid gland/thyroglossal 
cyst, lymph nodes

• Hernias – cough impulse, reducibility
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Percussion and Auscultation

• Percussion – dull or resonant

• Auscultation – Essentially over arteries 
and pulsating masses – listen for bruit

Create PDF files without this message by purchasing novaPDF printer (http://www.novapdf.com)

http://www.novapdf.com
http://www.novapdf.com


Conclusion

Definition, backgroun and classification 
of surgery

Outline of taking history of surgical pt

Outline of doing a PE of a surgical pt

Common surgical symptoms and signs

Evaluation of pain symptom

Evaluation of a swelling
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