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Abstract This biographical sketch of John Gregory Smith
corresponds to the historic text, The Classic: Pathological
Appearances of Seven Cases of Injury of the Shoulder-Joint:
With Remarks, available at DOI 10.1007/s11999-010-
1231-x.

This month’s symposium is devoted to contemporary
knowledge about rotator cuff tears. We reproduce here a
paper by John Gregory Smith describing seven cases of torn
rotator cuff tendons; these descriptions may well be the first
for tears of tendons of the rotator cuff, although Smith did
not use the term “rotator cuff” [5]. Mr. Smith was a surgeon
and anatomist at the Hunterian Theater of Anatomy, Great
Windmill Street, Haymarket, London, and a member of the
Royal College of Surgeons [1]. Despite some searching, I
have discovered little about this surgeon. He did apparently
perform in 1871 the postmortem exam on the famous
Charles Babbage [6], who invented a complex computing
machine and is considered by many as the “father of the
computer” [2]. (In fact, half of Babbage’s brain remains at
the Hunterian Museum in the Royal College of Surgeons.)

Based on dissections of seven shoulders in five cadavers,
Smith described a variety of partial and full tears of the
various rotator cuff tendons: the subscapularis, supraspi-
natus, infraspinatus, and teres minor muscles. In his seven
cases, various combinations were torn, along with the long
head of the biceps tendon. The ages of these cadavers
ranged from 36 to 56 (acquired “under the new regulations
provided by the Anatomical Bill”), although one was of
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unknown age (acquired “under the old system of violation
of the grave...”). “It is a curious fact, that in two instances
both joints of the same individual should have presented
nearly similar appearances, and that the same cause should
probably have produced exactly similar results” (which
he later speculates was caused by a fall with both arms
extended and a dislocation.) In three cases these injuries
occurred in association with a fracture (clavicle in one and
acromion in both shoulders of one subject). These seven
cases “occurred in the comparative small number of dis-
sections, not exceeding forty individuals...” In one case
(II), the patient died at age 30 of consumption, and in that
case only the subscapularis and long head of the biceps
tendons were torn. “The ruptured extremities of the tendon
(long head of the biceps) were perfectly smooth and
rounded...” Whether or not all of these ruptured tendons
were caused by injury we cannot know, although it is likely
they were. On the other hand, Codman’s report of two
cases (patients aged 52 and 40) [3] (reproduced as a Classic
in Clinical Orthopaedics and Related Research in 1990 [4])
appeared to have occurred spontaneously, although both
patients were working at the time and both sensed some-
thing snap or give way in the shoulder. Codman repaired
both of these injuries, with apparent restoration of function.

Our understanding of rotator cuff tears, whether trau-
matic or more commonly degenerative, has greatly
advanced since these early descriptions. Our symposium
this month reflects these advances and the options of
treatment, while recognizing much remains to be learned.
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