
STEEL AND GILT BRASS SURGICAL TREPAN WITH ITS STEEL CROWN BIT AND CENTRE PIN WITH AN ADJUSTABLE SCREW
AN ENGLISH STEEL AND GILT BRASS SURGICAL TREPAN WITH ITS STEEL CROWN BIT AND CENTRE PIN WITH AN

ADJUSTABLE SCREW 
THE HANDLE OF TURNED EBONY

CIRCA 1820-30 
SIZE: 11CM HIGH, 9CM WIDE – 4¼ INS HIGH, 3½ INS WIDE

 
LITERATURE

THE PERFORATION OF THE SKULL OR TREPHINING WAS PRACTICED IN PREHISTORIC AND PRIMITIVE SOCIETIES OFTEN
TO RELIEVE SPECIFIC COMPLAINTS SUCH AS EPILEPSY OR SEVERE HEADACHES. THAT THE PATIENTS SURVIVED THESE
OPERATIONS IS KNOWN BECAUSE SKULLS HAVE BEEN FOUND IN MANY PARTS OF THE WORLD WITH THE RIMS OF THE
SKULL PERFORATIONS BLUNTED INDICATING THAT HEALING PROCESSES LATER TOOK PLACE IN THE BONE TISSUES.

THE OPERATION WAS PROBABLY BOTH A SHAMANIC RITUAL AND THERAPEUTIC FOR THE PATIENT AND IT IS UNDOUBTED
THAT THESE EARLY SURGEONS USING ONLY THE SHARPENED EDGE OF A FLINT HAD GREAT TECHNICAL ABILITY.

TREPHINES WERE FIRST MENTIONED IN ENGLAND AROUND 1600AD AS CIRCULAR SAWS FOR REMOVING A DISC OF BONE
FROM THE CRANIUM. THE SAW HAVING A SLIGHTLY WIDER SHOULDER TO PREVENT IT SINKING INTO THE BRAIN. IN THE

MIDDLE OF THE CENTRAL SHAFT IS A METAL PIN FOR ENGAGING THE INSTRUMENT IN THE SKULL. IT THEN ROTATES
EITHER BY A BRACE OR DRILLSTOCK TYPE OF HANDLE OR LATER AS IN THIS EXAMPLE BY A HANDLE SET AT RIGHT
ANGLES TO THE SHAFT. JOHN SCULTERS OF ULM (1595-1645) DESCRIBES TREPHINES BOTH WITH AND WITHOUT A
CENTRAL PIN AS BEING CALLED ‘MALE AND FEMALE’. THE ADJUSTABLE SCREW TO RAISE OR LOWER THE PIN WAS

INTRODUCED FROM EUROPE IN 1817.

 


