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Introduction
“No, our science is not an illusion yet,
it would be an illusion to believe that we could find somewhere else
what it could not offer us.”
S. Freud – L’Avenir d’une illusion.

The specialized literature often provides examples of trepanned human skulls. They are
usually spectacular, as people are amazed to find that such a surgical operation could have been
performed in archaic times. Yet, seldom, we have also encountered ethnological proofs about the
existence of the mentioned practice, also for the case of domestic animals, especially, sheep,
cattle and horse. Such a topic, like the intervention upon the brain case, which is very risky, even
today, when being done with modern equipment, did always stir a large interest, among
anthropologists, historians of medicine and archaeologists, not to mention the public. Yet, we
were astonished to find that, most of the mentioned specialists do not know about the interesting
results of the ethnological investigation, which, at least in Eastern Europe has brought significant
evidence about the practice of trephination upon domestic animals. We have never seen, or
found, a book or article strictly regarding such a practice on animals, even if the Romanian
specialized literature, for instance, made some remarks about this topic. Unfortunately, we
detain some slight information, which was sporadically mentioned but, a lot more must have
been lost in time, due to the progress of civilization. We consider that as being the consequence
of an anthropocentric perspective, which did not take into account the most important thing,
which is, the possibility of having rescued the life of some humans, or animals by that
intervention. Besides, in most situations, the scientists use the information they could obtain
from their own training, often neglecting the one provided by other fields of activity. This is a
reason why, in the past decades, the interdisciplinary studies had been initiated. Yet, we do not
see too often, such an association, between archaeologist, ethnologist, anthropologist and
historian of medicine. In our view, such a team would bring new aspects and interpretations
about the old medical practices. As concerns the trephination upon animals, we should take into
account the fact that, one of the most important aspects of the social and economical life is food
production. In such a process, in the archaic societies, a very important role was played by
domestic animals. Therefore, when having a valuable animal, a family did its best in order to cure
its illnesses. Even today, in such a situation, the veterinary assistance is highly appreciated when
being focused upon a special breed, or upon an animal with very good capacities. We also
consider that, the mentioned practice performed upon animals, must have been more frequently
used and highly developed by the nomadic populations, for whom such an ill, or ineffective animal
would have been a burden during their movements. This is how the trephination upon animals
was disseminated, and, considering our data, it is most possible that it could have been brought
on the territory of Romania by the ancestors of the today Hungarians. We could not say which of
the trephinations emerged first, namely those performed upon humans, or animal skulls. If we
think carefully, we do not even have any arguments about that. According to our knowledge, it
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seems that the human one appeared first and afterwards the intervention made upon animals.
Of course, future finds might bring also arguments about the reverse situation, but this is what
we know at this moment. In the following lines, we would also tackle another issue.
Even if we hardly accept this idea, the healing appeared in immemorial times. Illnesses of both
humans and animals, are not specific to recent times. They affected each individual, depending
upon certain influences of environmental factors, or weakness of the body. It is a fact that, even
in our times, people can get a disease in certain moments of their lives. Still, we should emphasize
that a comparison between the archaic and recent communities is not very reliable, due to the
fact that in older times, the immunity of the individual was better than today, when the body is
permanently under the “pressure” of pollution and stress. Besides, the people of those times
were gathered in small groups that could not get in contact with each other, except within a
longer time. At present, one can reach any part of the world, with the modern transportation
means that exist. Yet, even today, a disease specific of a certain region can be taken over from
someone who lives far away and can die from that, despite the advanced medical treatment. This
is due to the fact that the immune system of the body is not adapted to the respective germs.
We would also like to stress that, the ethnography of various people points out interesting
treatments that are still performed with good results but, unfortunately, just an insignificant
number of herbs or substances extracted from mineral sources have been checked and accepted
by modern medicine. A reference work in this sense was carried out by Constantin Pârvu, an
outstanding Romanian biologist, who had collected folk traditional recipes and checked them
scientifically, his efforts resulting in five volumes of folk traditional medicine1. But, in most cases,
our way of thinking is not really trained to accept that a simple and sometimes, unusual healing
procedure could be very effective for a severe ailment, without aseptic and secluding conditions.
As regards the surgical operations, trephination is also a fascinating issue for the history of
medicine, but also for the history of religions and anthropology. This archaic practice, maybe one
of the oldest surgical ones, is even more surprising, considering that people in immemorial times
performed it with “primitive” anesthetics, painkillers and less specialized implements. We should
take into account that a few thousand years ago, just a flint knife, or a similar cutting object, was
employed in order to carry out an intervention on the head which could easily affect the brain.
Yet, the abilities of the medicine people of those times made successful operations and their
subjects lived for a shorter or longer time afterwards, more often being killed by other ailments.
It is interesting to see the variation in technique and implements used for such a purpose all
around the world. As usual, the archaic communities used to be very practical and utilized the
raw materials they had around them, such as stone, shells and, later on, metal. The shape of the
cutting edge was distinct according to the capacity of the utensil to make a precise incision, but
also depending upon the operator’s training. As traces of these surgical operations were very well
preserved in time, they stirred the interest of the scientific community, but also the one of the
common people. All of them have tried to find details about this special practice. It is also
spectacular to find trephination cuts used for ritual purposes to make bone discs that, afterwards,
served as amulets and worn accordingly.
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This volume is meant to shed some light upon the knowledge regarding the trepanning
practice on the territory of Romania. There are also considered cases from other parts of the
world.
We were also focused upon the practitioners of surgical operations and treatments, by using
the terms shamans, medicine man/woman, or witch doctor. These terms can overlap in some of
their attributes and this is why we have employed them in the context considered.
It is interesting to notice here that in our country (Romania), folk medicine is very advanced
and some of the treatments are still in use and secretly preserved by their practitioners. The
medicine men or women must have performed trephination in older times but today, they are
not in use anymore, except maybe in very remote villages.
The origins of this surgical operation on humans are still debated. Of course, it is the duty of
the forthcoming studies to deal with this issue.
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