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“A NOISE LIKE THAT OF BOILING VINEGAR”
(Hippocrates, 400 BC)

The basic concept of auscultation was described by Hippocrates
about 400 BC. He wrote in De Morbis that by applying the ear to the
chest “you perceive a noise like that of boiling vinegar.” The mention
of heart sounds in the literature did not appear again until 1616, when
William Harvey compared heart sounds to “two clacks of a water-bel-
lows to rayse water.” In 1628, Harvey noted in De Mot Cordis that
“with each movement of the heart, when there is the delivery of a quan-
tity of blood from the veins to the arteries, a pulse takes place and can
be heard within the chest.”

In 17135, the first comments relating heart sounds to pathological
conditions surfaced. James Douglas' described hearing the heart sounds
of a patient with aortic regurgitation as “ almost incredible.” These
sounds were heard by Douglas at a distance and later confirmed at au-
topsy. )

William Hunter” later described a thrill and a murmur from an arte-
riovenous fistula as air “ passing through a small opening, or... the
sound of the letter R spoken in a prolonged whisper.” In 1806, Jean
Nicolas Corvisard® discussed the use of sounds emanating from internal
organs to detect disease.
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story of Auscultation

INVENTION OF THE STETHOSCOPE

Gaspard Laurent Bayle taught Lagnnec how to hear the heart by
placing the ear directly on the patient’s chest (direct auscultation). Final-
ly, in 1818 René Lagnnec rolled a piece of paper into a cylinder and
was able to hear heart sounds, in his words: “much more clear and dis-
tinct than I had ever been able to do by the immediate application of the
ear.” '

Later, Laénnec experimented with a solid wood tube. He soon real-
ized that by drilling a central bore down the long axis of the wood cylin-
der he could hear breath sounds better. His new invention was 33 cm
long, 3.5 cm in diameter, and was composed of two parts, the tube it-
self plus a funnel-shaped component for listening to breath sounds.
When Lagnnec intended to listen to heart sounds, he inserted a small
wooden fitting into the funnel. Dr. Laénnec named his new instrument
the stethoscope, from the Greek stethos (chest) and skopein (to view or
examine). The Lagmnec stethoscope is illustrated in Figure 1-1.

EARLY OPPONENTS AND PROPONENTS

Lagénnec’s stethoscope was the first diagnostic instrument of any
kind to be used by physicians. It is difficult for us who know the value

AN EARLY EXAMPLE OF THE LAENNEC STETHOSCOPE IS SHOWN ABOVE.

THIS INSTRUMENT IS INSCRIBED:
R. D. MUZZEY OF CINCINNAT! GAVE THIS STETHOSCOPE. TO ME IN 1847.
HE TOLD ME THAT HE RECEIVED IT FROM DR JOHN BELL OF St LOUIS, BROTHER OF DR LUTHER V BELL,
LATE OF THE MCLEAN ASYLUM OR JOHN BELL ASSURED OR MUZZEY THAT HE (DR. B.) RECEIVED IT AT THE HANDS
OF LAENNEC WHO HAD USED IT FOR SOME TIME AFTER MY DEATH | WISH IT TO BE PLACED IN THE WARREN MUSEUM
OF THE HARVARD MEDICAL SCHOOL. —HENRY !, BOWDITCH DEC. 18th, 1876.

FIGURE 1-1. This wood stethoscope belonged to Lagnnec himself.
(Courtesy Harvard Medical School, Warren Anatomical Museum.)
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AN EARLY EXAMPLE OF THE LAENNEC STETHOSCOPE IS SHOWN ABOVE.

THIS INSTRUMENT 1S INSCRIBED:
R. D. MUZZEY OF CINCINNATI GAVE THIS STETHOSCOPE TO ME IN 1847,
HE TOLD ME THAT HE RECEIVED IT FROM DR JOHN BELL OF §t LOUIS, BROTHER OF DR LUTHER V BELL, 5
LATE OF THE MCLEAN ASYLUM OR JOHN BELL ASSURED OR MUZZEY THAT HE (DR. B.) RECEIVED IT AT THE KANDS
OF LAENNEC WHO HAD USED IT FOR SOME TIME AFTER MY DEATH I WISH IT TO BE PLACED IN THE WARREN MUSEUM
OF THE HARVARD MEDICAL SCHOOL. —HENRY I. BOWDITCH DEC. 13th, 1876.
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