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Purpose 
 

The purpose of this First Edition of the Historical Perspectives: Spinal and Pelvic 

Orthopedic Health, Treatment and Care, and Surgery is to provide a cursory look 

into a small part of the history concerning various aspects of spinal and pelvic 

orthopedic health, treatment, care and surgery and with a particular focus on issues 

surrounding the sacroiliac joints.  Subsequent editions will build upon this unique 

work to better provide the reader a more comprehensive investigation into the body 

of knowledge around the world concerning these aforementioned topics. In no case 

should this body of work be considered medical advice or to be used as a clinical 

reference—it is provided solely as a historical reference. 
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Introduction 
 

The history of medicine likely goes back far earlier than that documented in our 

recorded history or findings in the field.  Fortunately, there were those who were 

generous enough to contribute to an early but rapidly growing body of knowledge 

for the benefit of their contemporaries and in our case, posterity.  There is much to 

be learned, or at least appreciated, by these early clinicians, surgeons, anatomists, 

scientists, et al.  This work presents selected excerpts from the 18
th

, 19
th
 and 20

th
 

centuries’ literature with accompanying commentary.  In this First Edition, the 

author will attempt to minimize his commentary and proffer directly the 

knowledge of these early contributors via, at times lengthy, reproductions of 

illustrations and text. 

 

  



7 

 

History 
 

Dr. Weller Van Hook, M.D., a distinguished surgeon who studied and graduated 

from the Chicago College of Physicians and Surgeons in 1885 and was Professor 

of Surgery in Northwestern University Medical School, was a valuable contributor 

to medical literature.  Of particular interest here is his 1888 paper titled 

Tuberculosis of the Sacro-Iliac Joint, in which he presents, among other things, a 

partial yet detailed account of historical literature regarding sacroiliac joint disease:
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Sciatica 
 

Undoubtedly, Domenico Cotugno, an Italian physician, is one of the most well-

known early writers on the topic of sciatica, broadly speaking “pain in the lower 

back, buttocks, hips, or adjacent parts.”  In his classic 1764 De Ischiade Nervosa 

Commentarius he writes of sciatic neuralgia and also about the free circulation 

between the cranial and spinal dura of cerebrospinal fluid (CSF), a hitherto mostly 

unobserved humor.  As Cotugno states, “anatomists have not observed this large 

collection of water in the spine and around the brain because of the ridiculous 

method usually employed for the dissection of bodies…they cut off the head with 

the neck…all the fluid collected around the brain and spinal marrow is at once 

lost… and the anatomist is misled by the appearance of empty spaces.”  The same 

remarkable scientist and clinician who solved certain mysteries surrounding CSF 

was the same man who differentiated sciatic nerve pain from arthritis of the hip, 

hence the eponym “Cotugno’s syndrome.” 
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William Johnson Walsham’s 1892 Surgery: Its Theory and Practice makes a brief 

but important observation on sacroiliac joint disease and its correlation with 

sciatica: 

 

pages 264-265  
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The Art of Differential Diagnosis 
 

Dr. Edmund Blackett Owen FRCS was an English surgeon of the late 19
th

 century 

who wrote, among other works, the 1885 The Surgical Diseases of Children and 

the 1890 A Manual of Anatomy for Senior Students.  They are extensive works 

covering many topics and they include information concerning painful sacroiliac 

joints with a description of common symptoms, differential diagnosis, treatment 

and prognosis: 

 

 

page 374 from A Manual of Anatomy for Senior Students 
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pages 360-361 from A Manual of Anatomy for Senior Students 
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pages 430-433from The Surgical Diseases of Children 
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Anatomy 
 

Dr. Buchanan 
 

Below are certain reproductions of illustrations from the 1906 Manual of Anatomy, 

Volume 1 by Alexander M. Buchanan, M.A., M.D., C.M., F.F.P.S., Professor of 

Anatomy in Anderson’s College, Glasgow.  Dr. Buchanan was known all over the 

world as “an accomplished scholar, grand anatomist, exquisite demonstrator and a 

master of lucidity.” The selected illustrations are of particular interest in the spinal 

and pelvic fields: 

 

 



21 

 

 

pg 402  
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pg 406 
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pg 439 
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pg 449 
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pg 211 
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pg 206 
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pg 203 
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Gray’s Anatomy 
 

Often called “Gray’s Anatomy,” the famous work from 1858 entitled Anatomy: Descriptive and Surgical 

by Henry Gray and H.V. Carter needs little introduction for most.  Below are selected excerpts of text and 

illustrations covering spinal and pelvic anatomy. 
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Surgery 
 

Dr. Marius Nygaard Smith-Petersen is perhaps one of the most well-known and 

innovative orthopedic surgeons of the early 20
th
 century.  He served as an 

Instructor, Assistant Clinical Professor, and Clinical Professor of Orthopaedic 

Surgery at Harvard. In 1929 he was appointed Chief of Orthopaedic Surgery at the 

Massachusetts General Hospital. His notable works include a new approach to 

treating fractures of the neck of the femur, mould arthroplasty, osteotomy of the 

spine, and continuous irrigation for osteomyelitis.  He is also known for his early 

work with sacroiliac joint operations. Dr. Smith-Petersen’s 1921 Arthrodesis of the 

Sacroiliac Joint. A New Method of Approach is a foundational work and is 

presented in its entirety below: 
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