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The journey through the history of dental care, from its earliest instances of tooth extraction and pain relief 

to the modern era of comprehensive oral health, reveals a complex and multifaceted evolution. This narrative 

intertwines a multitude of trades and professions that have contributed to the development of what we now 

recognize as dentistry, making it a field rich in history and diversity.  

 

The chronological development of dental practices does not follow a linear trajectory but rather a web of 

intersecting paths that reflect the varied involvement of numerous professions over time. Among these 

professions, in alphabetic order are, apothecaries, barbers, barber-surgeons, blacksmiths, bleeders, cabinet 

makers, dentists, denturists, druggists, engravers, goldsmiths, hairdressers, ivory turners, jewelers, 

mountebanks, painters, patent medicine vendors, perfumers, physicians, tooth drawers, umbrella makers, 

watchmakers, and wool sorters, to name just a few. 

 

The oldest known dentist, Hesy-Ra, hails from Egypt's 3rd Dynasty around 2686 BCE, serving under 

Pharaoh Djoser. Known as "the great ivory-cutter". 

 

The discoveries from the Roman era shop of 86 extracted teeth in a drainage near the Temple of Castor and 

Pollux in the Roman forum, indicate significant dental activity in the first century CE. The shop also served 

as a dispensary for medicinal concoctions, illustrating the integration of dental care apothecary practice. 

 

Dental practices were documented among Arab physicians by the end of the first millennium and the 

beginning of the second. Notable figures like Avicenna (Ibn Sina) detailed oral surgical procedures, while 

Abulcasis, a preeminent physician and surgeon of Cordoba, described patient positioning for tooth 

extraction in his extensive medical encyclopedia.  
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The narrative of dental practitioners in France, England, and later America, provides a clearer picture of the 

evolution of the field, showcasing a variety of practitioners from untrained charlatans to licensed 

professionals.  

 

This period marked the transition from unregulated dental practices to the foundation of modern dentistry, 

characterized by education, professional standards, and ethical practices. Regulations governing the practice 

of dentistry began as early as the 14th century, with royal decrees, charters, and acts of parliament shaping 

the profession. In France, the College of St. Côme was founded in 1311, establishing standards for surgical 

practice. England saw the establishment of The Worshipful Company of Barbers (1308) and The Fellowship 

of Surgeons (1368), with various acts throughout the centuries merging and separating these groups to 

regulate the practice and training of dental and surgical professionals. 

 

The landscape of dental care in the 16th through 18th century featured distinct groups, each with its own 

practices and expertise ranging from blacksmiths and barber-surgeons to physicians and specialized dentists.  

 

 

1. At the lowest tier were the mountebanks or charlatans, entertainers who peddled dubious remedies 

and sometimes performed tooth extractions without any formal medical knowledge. These 

individuals were known for their public spectacles rather than their dental expertise 

 

2. A step above were the tooth drawers, who specialized in tooth extraction and represented a more 

skilled practice within dental care. By the early 18th century in France, becoming a licensed tooth 

drawer required passing a rigorous examination, ensuring a basic competency in dental and medical 

procedures. 

 

 

 A Tooth drawer in 1530. Image from Zene Artzney. 

 

 

3. The barber-surgeons formed the next tier, capable of performing tooth extractions, minor surgeries, 

and dental care practices such as cleaning teeth and placing obturators. Their practice was more 

regulated, requiring examinations to legitimize their work amidst concerns about professional 

reputation. 

 

4. The pinnacle of dental professionalism was achieved with the introduction of the title "chirurgien 

dentiste" or "dentiste" by Pierre Fauchard in 1728, marking the first surgical specialization within 
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the field. These dentists underwent courses, apprenticeships, and had to join the Order of St. Comes, 

elevating dental practice to a recognized and respected profession. 

 

The evolution of dental practice in America started with the first recorded dentist in the colonies appearing 

in 1634. The establishment of educational institutions for dentists in the 19th century (1840, Baltimore 

College of Dentistry) and the regulatory environment (1841, in Alabama) marked key moments in the 

professionalization of dentistry. 

 

A further development during the 20th century in the evolution of the dental practitioner was the emergence 

of the dental specialist. These specialties have been, largely replicated around the world.  Today, dental 

specialties and subspecialties, recognized (R) and unrecognized (U) in the US, in alphabetic order, with 

their start date* are 

 

Cosmetic Dentistry (U) (1984) 

Dental Public Health (R) (1937) 

Endodontics (R) (1943)** 

Forensic Dentistry (U) (1970) 

General Dentistry (U) (1859)* 

Implant Dentistry (U) (1951) 

Oral Anesthesiology (R) (1953) 

Oral and Maxillofacial Surgery (R) (1918, called exodontists, later renamed) 

Oral Medicine (R) (1945)** 

Oral and Maxillofacial Pathology (R) (1946) 

Oral and Maxillofacial Radiology (R) (1921, Am. Soc. Dental Radiographers, later renamed) 

Orofacial Pain (R) (1975) 

Orthodontics (R) (1900) 

Pediatric Dentistry (R) (1926, Am. Soc. for Promotion of Dentistry for Children, later renamed) 

Periodontics (R) (1914, American Academy of Oral Prophylaxis and Periodontology, later renamed) 

Prosthodontics (R) (1928) 

Restorative Dentistry (U) (1921) 

Special Care Dentistry (U) (1971, called Int’l Assoc. of Dent. for the Handicapped, later renamed) 

Temporomandibular Disorder (U) (1986). 

 

*For purposes of this study the start dates for individual specialties are considered the year when the 

respective specialty societies were established. For General Dentistry, we will consider the ADA, as the 

first national society 

** ADA recognized Endodontics as a specialty in 1963 & Oral Medicine in 2020. 

 

A comparison of ten geographic areas and countries is shown in the Table below. Most countries have 2-6 

common specialties with the most (18) being in Brazil. Almost universally accepted are two specialties: oral 

surgery and orthodontics. 
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Comparison of dental specialties among ten countries/geographic areas. 

 

This complex history, characterized by the intermingling of various trades and the gradual specialization of 

dental care, illustrates the rich and varied journey of dentistry from its ancient origins to the sophisticated, 

regulated practice we know today. 
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