HISTORY OF CARPAL TUNNEL SYDROME - INFORMATION FROM PRIMARY SOURCES

Marko T. Boskovski, J. Grant Thomson, Yale University School of Medicine

INTRODUCTION: James Putnam, who in 1880 published a paper which is most commonly credited for being the first to describe a patient with Carpal Tunnel Syndrome (CTS), in 1916 wrote: “I did not know of Nothnagel’s publication when I wrote, nor was I aware that several passing references to what one may now assume to have been the same disorder…”

In 1981, George Phalen, who is credited for the popularization of CTS, wrote: “It was at the next meeting of the American Society for Surgery of the Hand [January 21, 1949] that I gave my first paper on Carpal Tunnel Syndrome. I am sure there was not a man in the room, including Dr. Bunnell, who had ever heard of this syndrome.” However, during the June 1950 American Medical Association Annual Session Sterling Bunnell presented his CTS results and said: “Since the publication of an article by Saunders and Abbott in 1933, I have been aware of this condition.” Even at a first glance of CTS papers one can notice that there are discrepancies in historical information, and one might wonder what the truth really is.

HYPOTHESIS: Some of the information published about the history of CTS is imprecise and controversial. In order to make a precise timetable of events and authors there is a need to check and analyze the historical information exclusively from primary sources. 

MATERIALS AND METHODS: Our focus was to analyze only published primary sources dealing with CTS. The data we found were compared with data already published about the history of the syndrome. 

RESULTS: In 1853 Paget gave the first description of chronic compression of the median nerve following a fracture of the lower end of the radius. Some authors write that Raynaud in 1862 described the classic symptoms of CTS. Our analysis does not confirm this. In 1867 Nothnagel published a description of a patient that some claim is the first description of CTS. The first series of patients, some of which have classic symptoms of CTS, in a paper specifically written for the new disease, was presented by Putnam in 1880. In 1883 Omerod was the first to connect the disease exclusively with the hands. Many similar papers were published in a short period of time and the term acroparaesthesia, introduced by Schultze in 1893, became synonymous for paraesthesia of the fingers without motor symptoms or atrophy. In the same period many studies were published about occupational diseases of the hand among which there were descriptions of patients with motor and trophic symptoms of CTS. Following this, investigators struggled to recognize all the symptoms and signs of CTS as a distinct medical entity and failed to unite them under one name. Patients with CTS can be recognized in papers about vasomotor neurosis, acroparaesthesia, occupation neurosis or neuritis, cervical rib syndrome, neural thenar atrophy, median thenar neuritis or tardy thenar palsy. Patients with sensory, motor and trophic symptoms, that one can claim with great certainty were the result of CTS were, for the first time, described by Buzzard, Wilson and Sargent, and Keen, but their explanation of the etiology and treatment was wrong. When trying to describe the etiology the authors wrote about vasomotor origin, brachial monoplegia, compression of the motor branch of the median nerve, compression of the brachial plexus by the upper aperture of the thorax with a cervical and first rib or scalene muscles. Others believed that there is no separate condition, and they perceived the symptoms of CTS as accompanying manifestations or initial symptoms of other diseases. In 1913 Marie and Foix were the first to connect thenar atrophy with the compression of the median nerve in the carpal tunnel without previous trauma and were the first to mention the transection of the transverse carpal ligament as possible treatment. Their paper was immediately recognized and wrongly interpreted by Hunt in 1914. Otherwise, throughout history treatments were based depending on the etiology that doctors believed. For a long time this not only wasn’t helpful for CTS patients, but in some cases, when they were treated for cervical ribs, was harmful. The first useful treatments such as splinting or avoiding repetitive hand movements were suggested as early as the 19th century. The first published paper of surgical release of the transverse carpal ligament for the decompression of the median nerve because of posttraumatic arthritis comes from Learmonth in 1933. Cannon and Love in 1946 were the first to publish a paper with a series of patients on which they performed the same procedure, primarily in cases following trauma, but also in 3 patients with spontaneous compression. Finally in 1947, Brain, Wright and Wilkinson published a paper with a complete clinical description of CTS, and an explanation of the pathophysiology and treatment of spontaneous compression of the median nerve in the carpal tunnel. In 1953, Kremer, Gilliatt and colleagues were the first to publish papers with the term Carpal Tunnel Syndrome that is used today. It took time for these new findings to become accepted and published in standard medical textbooks. George Phalen, with a series of papers starting in 1950, deserves the most credit for the popularization of CTS. We have made a precise chronological list of events and authors that led to the definition of CTS.

DISCUSSION: Analysis of the information from primary sources shows that current publications discussing the history of CTS presented some incorrect information, like the years regarding Paget’s and Learmonth’s contributions, as well as the spelling of some authors’ names, like Schultze, Wilson, etc. Some statements about Nothnagel are disputable, and some regarding Raynaud, Omerod, Blecher, Hunt, Marie and Foix, Cannon and Love are completely unfounded. Since Putnam’s initial publication up until Brain’s time authors had difficulty accessing published medical information and were frequently not completely informed about previous knowledge. Putnam did not know about Nothnagel’s paper, Omerod did not know about Putnam’s paper, Brain did not know about the work of Learmonth, Cannon and Love, etc. 
