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Abstract

The Esmarch set was created by the German surgeon Johannes F. A. von Esmarch in 1877 for use on the battlefield. It included 
a transportable leather case that contained a metal mask, a dropper bottle where the chloroform was placed and a tongue 
forceps to be used when the patient’s tongue obstructed the pharynx. It was used successfully for decades until World War II.
       

Short Communication

The 1840s was one of the most important and significant, 
not only in the History of Medicine but also in Universal 
History.

Between the years 1842-47 relevant events occurred 
in the USA and Scotland regarding the treatment of surgical 
pain. In a five-year period, what could not be done in 
millennia was achieved. Anesthesia, a neologism created in 
1846 by the American physician and writer Oliver Wendell 
Holmes, had become a reality.

In the beginning, ether and chloroform were dripped 
onto gauze pads, compresses, and handkerchiefs. Renowned 
European doctors created inhaler devices that were not 
widely used, such as those of John Snow in 1850, Joseph 
Clover in 1862 and Ferdinand A. Junker in 1865 [1,2].

On the other hand, masks such as those by Skinner 
(Scotland, 1862), Julliard (Switzerland, 1877), Esmarch 
(Germany, 1877) and Schimmelbusch (Germany, 1890) were 
practical and easy to handle, especially the last two that were 
used for decades around the world.

The prestigious German surgeon Johannes Friedrich 
August von Esmarch (1823-1908) [3] created a set to 

administer anesthesia on the battlefields, because Germany 
had wars against Denmark (1864), Austria (1866) and 
France (1870), publishing it in 1877 in his book “Handbuch 
der Kriegschirurgischen Technik”.

Esmarch is considered one of the great German surgeons 
of the 19th century and was the first to introduce a first-aid kit 
on the battlefield and a bandage to prevent bleeding during 
limb amputation, which he describes in the aforementioned 
1877 book.

The set consisted of a small easily transportable leather 
case, which contained a metal mask covered with gauze 
that was applied to the mouth and nose of the soldier to be 
operated on, a dropper bottle to administer the chloroform 
that was allowed to drip on the mask and a tongue forceps 
that could avoid pharyngeal obstruction [4,5].

This set was very popular in Europe and was later used 
for chloroform and ether on battlefields until the 1940s.

The Wood Library-Museum of Anesthesiology (WLM), 
Schaumburg, Illinois, USA, on its official website, referring to 
the “Esmarch inhaler”, wrote: “Esmarch kits are believed to 
have been used by German military forces as late as World 
War II”.
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The mask was used for decades in most hospitals around 
the world [6], appearing in catalogs in the USA until the 
1950s and in Latin America until the 1960s.

The Museum of the Association of Anesthesia, Analgesia 
and Resuscitation of Buenos Aires (AAARBA) preserves the 
complete set and exhibits it in one of its showcases [7].

Figure 1: Set of Esmarch, Germany, circa late 19th century.
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