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History of Oral Surgery in Japan

Professor Emeritus of Tokyo Dental College

Hiroyasu Noma, D.D.S., Ph.D.

From ancient times, surgery for the oral cavity had been performed by medical doctors (physicians) or artisans following
clergymen’ s instructions. In the 16th century, Pare, a French barber, established the basics of surgery, and anesthesia and
disinfection subsequently paved the way for it to become evidence-based. In Europe, oral medicine (dentistry) had been
regarded as part of medicine until the beginning of the 20th century. On the other hand, in the United States, dental schools
were founded to fulfill an increasing need for dentistry to treat dental caries and other dental disorders, and oral surgery
emerged in the curricula used by these schools. In Europe, dental schools were founded after the 2 world wars, but the
completion of clinical training in medical schools was still a requirement to become a maxillofacial surgeon.

In Japan, studies of the ear, eye, mouth, and teeth (stomatology), where herbal therapy was the main treatment method,
were first defined in the Yoro Code established in 718. The Meiji Government opened the Tokyo Medical School based on
German medicine. Around that time, 2 major groups began to establish dentistry (including oral surgery) in Japan. The first
group was a dental class organized in the Second Department of Surgery, Tokyo Imperial University Medical School, with
Hisashi Ishihara as the head. In those days, dentistry was part of medicine, and the practice of oral surgery was limited to
medical doctors. Medical doctors trained in this class subsequently contributed to the development of dentistry at university
medical schools, medical training schools, and dental training schools. The second group was dentists, who studied abroad
in the United States or Germany, and disseminated oral surgery as a discipline of dental education in private dental training
schools being opened one after another in Japan. In 1923, an oral surgery class only for dentists was launched at the Tokyo
Dental Training School, which was followed by the establishment of the Society of Oral Surgery in 1935, with young
dentists aiming to specialize in oral surgery mainly from Tokyo. After World War II, dental training schools were promoted
to the rank of colleges/universities. In 1956, the first nationwide meeting of the Society of Oral Surgery was held, with
many medical doctors and dentists specializing in oral surgery participating from throughout Japan. In 1966, the society
was renamed the Japanese Society of Oral and Maxillofacial Surgeons. In 1974, when oral surgery services became more
sophisticated, and dentists began to perform most related research and education activities, it launched systems to designate
training institutions and train advisors. With its marked development, the Japanese Society of Oral and Maxillofacial
Surgeons currently has 10,687 members.

Key words : Origin of Surgery, Origin of Oral Surgery, Origins of Oral Surgery in Japan,
Present Japanese Oral Surgery
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