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History of prostheses and orthoses in Japan
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Abstract

Until the first contact with FEuropean
civilization in 1543, prostheses and orthoses
were not seen in Japanese medical history.
Some physicians and surgeons who studied
medicine in the Dutch language understood
about prostheses and orthoses before the
opening of the country in 1868.

From 1868 to the end of World War 1I
(1945), prostheses and orthoses were
influenced by German orthopaedic surgery.
From the latter half of the 1960s the research
and development of these have been advanced,
because of the establishment of a domestic
rehabilitation system, international cultural
exchange and economic development.

The first contact with European medicine and
surgery

While Japanese medicine and surgery had
been influenced by China from ancient times, it
was not until 1543 that the first Japanese
contact with European civilization took place.
This was when a Portuguese ship was driven
ashore in Tanegashima, a southern Japanese
island. It was at this meeting that guns were also
first introduced into Japan.

Looking globally, 1543 was the year Vesalius
published his anatomical book and the
Copernican system was introduced. In the
history of Japanese culture 1543 is also one of
the most important years.
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After this many Christian missionaries, such
as Francis Xavier, introduced European science
into Japan. However, from 1639, the Japanese
government forbade religious, cultural and
commercial  exchanges with  European
countries, due to their anxiety about the
propagation of Christianity. Such exchanges
were only allowed with China and the
Netherlands. Japan’s isolation then continued
for two and a half centuries. Thus, Japan had
already been introduced to European medicine
and surgery through the Dutch edition of
French, English and German medical books
before the opening of the country in 1868 when
the Meiji revolution broke out.

Earlier, a very curious high officer of the
Japanese government, M. Inoue (1585-1661)
had been interested in prostheses. He ordered
both an upper and lower extremity prosthesis
made of iron from a Dutch physician who was
attached to the Dutch trade office in Nagasaki.
However, when the physician showed him how
to use the prostheses, he was so disappointed
with their poor function that he did not pay the
cost of 500 Guilders. This story was recorded in
the 1656 Dutch Trade Office diary, making M.
Inoue the first Japanese to see prostheses in
Japan.

The 1649 Dutch edition of Ambroise Paré’s
complete works was partially translated into
Japanese in 1706 by a famous physician,
Chinzan Narabayashi (1648-1711).

However, no figures of prostheses or
orthoses were seen in the Japanese translation,
maybe due to his lack of knowledge about
these.
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