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Abstract
Gloves were introduced following the realization that one needs to maintain a protective environment during surgery
or child birth to avoid infections and post-surgical complications.
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Gloves were introduced after realizing that one needs to maintain a protective environment during surgery or
childbirth to avoid infections and post-surgical complications. Although the literature incorrectly identifies William
Stewart Halsted ordering the first pair of thin rubber gloves from Goodyear Rubber Company in 1889, this description
is incorrect.

The first mention of a hand-protective device comes in 1758 from Johann Julius Walbaum, a German physician. (1)
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1758 Julius Walbaum -
First glove used for deliveries

b
a8 Seitee. Syilljamieed, weldes ih e Gro
@mwwmm-m.
vmmm

‘ mmwwmw.ﬂ
man das_ ringelinnmee Kind «tbm
ang gieben wifl, o it derielbe awd e
Biinten Darme vom' Sthoafe gemache, toeldee

ten Dhinetfingee, den Godbfinger, den
. Y™ mmamé:;:
- fo bafi der Jeigefinger wnd der Dammien
- Beet Hiribe.,  Sicoauf beflreidie (i dew Hande
b und den ibrigen Hieffen Toell v Hand-
mm‘::w.nwnw Wa: :
elde cber I ble Gebdprmtree, wobeo A fingerless glove made of
| Selgefingee wib der m-"? .»:: sheep intestin - coecum - pulled
O 524 ia over three fingers and the back
Vit T . of the hand

Figure 1. (A) Walbaum (B) Description of the glove for delivery in Walbaum’s book. (C) Rendering of the glove.
(Image courtesy of Historyofdentistryandmedicine.com.)

Walbaum describes: “The ... device which | report upon here for the easing of delivery is a special glove which one
draws over the hand with which one can turn and draw out the retained child. It is made of the blind gut (coecum) of
sheep, which is 8 to inches long, and slit about 4 inches from the end. When | want to use it, | soften it in lukewarm
water and draw it then over the middle finger, the ring finger, the little finger, and over the back of my hand, so that
the index and the thumb remain uncovered. Next, | smear the glove and the bare parts of the hand with oil...”

A rendering of the glove is shown in Figure 1C. Walbaum was not concerned about sterility since the bacterial nature
of the disease was unknown. His device is not entirely a glove in the usual sense since it covers only three fingers and
the hand. He was concerned about having a good grip on an inverted fetus during delivery.

In 1808, Joseph Jacob Plenck, a Viennese dermatologist primarily concerned about the spread of syphilis to the
operator, recommended that midwives applying mercury-containing ointment to a pregnant syphilitic patient should
use a protective sheet (Aegrota ipsa vel alia femina sed manica munitas frictionem peragere potest. - The patient
herself, or another woman, but with a protected sleeve, can apply [the mercury ointment]) He adds: Caveat obstetrix
digitum vel manum vulnusculo vel ulcusculo lcesam vagince venerece , non nisi manica imbutam introducere - A
midwife should beware of introducing an ungloved hand into the vagina of a venereally diseased patient if there are
wounds or sores on her hands.
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Caveat obftetrix digitum vel manim vul-
nusculo vel ulcusculo lefam vaginz vene-
rex , non nisi manjca imbutam introducere.

Figure 2. Plenck’s note to midwifes to protect their hand when treating patients with syphilis.

The glove Plenck refers to was not defined but could have been similar to Walbaum's device made of sheep
bladder, intestine, cloth, or leather. For a detailed description of the evolution of the surgical glove, the
reader is directed to Renders-Pherson's book (3).

In 1834, Richard F. Cooke, a physician, used oil of turpentine-solubilized caoutchouc to brush on his fingers
to create an impermeable layer. In a letter to his mentor, a professor of surgery at Columbia University
suggested that "a pair of India rubber gloves would be perfectly impenetrable to the most malignant virus"

(4).

In 1838, the Charles Goodyear Rubber Company patented vulcanization. Ten years later, William Acton's
publication in 1848 in the Lancet demonstrated that caoutchouc can protect one's hand (5). The next obvious
step was the large-scale production of rubber gloves for surgeons performing dissections or working with
patients suffering from venereal disease. Maurice Gabriel of France, working with the medical supply
company of Varnout et Galante, was selling rubber gloves in 1851.

Thomas Foster of Streatham, England, secured a patent in 1878 to Manufacture Gloves for Surgical
Operations. (6). He obtained a US patent the same year. However, surgeons were reluctant to adopt surgical
gloves for fear of losing the fine tactile element during operations.

7. FORSTER.
Musafactars of Oloves for Surgical Operations.

No. 208,586, Patented Oct, |, 1678,

rig £.

i 2.

Figure 3. Thomas Foster - 1878 patent for rubber gloves.
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The next step in the evolution of surgical gloves occurred more out of necessity rather than insight. William
Halsted (1852-1922), a noted surgeon at Johns Hopkins University, requested in the winter of 1889 the
Goodyear Rubber Company to prepare a thin rubber glove for his scrub nurse, Caroline Hampton, who
developed a skin rash on her arm and hands due to handling chemicals like mercuric chloride. The gloves
proved so successful that other surgical assistants handling instruments started to wear them during
operations, and by 1893, surgeons also adopted them. Its spread was also due to Werner Zoege von
Manteuffel, a German army surgeon, who published Gummihandschuhe in der chirurgischen
Praxis (Rubber gloves in surgical practice) in 1897.

Several types of gloves were introduced at the end of the 19th century. In 1897, the surgeon Anton Wolfler
of Prague used rubberized silk or leather gloves. The same year, Johannes von Mikulitz-Radeczki, a famous
Polish-German surgeon, used steam-sterilized cotton gloves and, after sterilization, reused them. Whatever
the material they were made of surgical gloves became accepted in most surgical theaters at the beginning
of the 20th century.

The use of examination gloves in dentistry was rare prior to the AIDS epidemic of the 1980s. There was a
report of a dentist wearing gloves in 1922 in Kansas City to avoid an allergic reaction to a local anesthetic.
But the was majority of dentists did not wear it. In 1988, approximately 20% of US dentists used it, primarily
to prevent transmission of the Hepatitis B Virus (HBV). Finally, in 1989, the Centers for Disease Control
(CDC) guidelines included the need for personal protective equipment to prevent transmission of HIV/AIDS
and Hepatitis B (7). Today, the CDC, the American Dental Association, and many state boards of dentistry
have mandated the use of examination gloves in America. Such mandates are now standard worldwide.
For the better part of the 20th century, latex gloves were sterilized and reused. In 1964, the first disposable
latex gloves were introduced. Talcum powder was added to make the donning of gloves easier. As both
latex allergy and post-surgical talcum irritation of the wounds appeared, talcum-free gloves and alternative
materials to latex became available. Today’s gloves come in latex, neoprene, nitrile, synthetic or polyvinyl
chloride.
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