




















Trephination Set
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rephination, or trepanning, is one of

the oldest-known surgical practices.

Archaeological skull evidence
suggests that it dates back as far as 4000
years ago, in the Neolithic, or Stone Age
Era. In Greek, “trepa” translates as “hole™.

The process was most commonly

practiced in ancient South America.
Historians suggest that the native groups
there practiced trepanning on individuals
with head pains: the purpose was to allow
the demons possessing the individual's body
to escape. Elsewhere, during the Middle
Ages to the early 19th Century, the proce-
dure remained similar, however the goal
was not usually as supernatural, but rather to
address skull injuries. Surgeons would
trephine in order to relieve pressure on the
brain, as well as to remove potentially lethal
bone fragments and blood clots.
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The sophisticated surgery would take a very long
time. Firstly, the scalpel was used for tissue
incision. Next, the trephine (a circular saw), was
twisted on the cranium (skull) to create a round
opening, about the size of a nickel. A levator was
then used to remove the bone disc, and to rasp and
smooth the edges. A brush was also included in a
trephine set to remove the bone dust.

In the late 18th and early 19th century, surgeons
would trepan patients who had chronic headaches
or migraines, mental illnesses, epilepsy, or head
injuries. Current scientists estimate that 1/3 of the
trepanned patients would have died, but due to
infections and disease, not from the procedure itself.

The set in our collection was likely used in the early
19th century, as not much evidence suggests the
operation was carried out beyond the use of the
British militia in Upper Canada. This set is missing
a turnkey-style piece that was used to manually
twist the saw bit. Unfortunately, there is no
manufacturer's label on the set to indicate where

or when it was made or used.

Today. the procedure is rarely practiced although
some peoples outside of modern medicine still rely
on the method. and others in industrialized countries
do it as a form of body modification.






