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Remembering the past and its pioneers

Bacchetti (1853) and the first electro-puncture:
a milestone in the non-surgical therapy
of extrauterine pregnancy

G. GHIRARDINI - L. W. POPP

INTRODUCTION

At the end of this century we are witnessing great changes in the therapeutical
approach to extrauterine pregnancy, with the transition from classical laparotomic
surgery to medical therapy or less invasive procedures.

Many among the new methods are under evaluation or still at the experimen-
tal stage (% *). with the exception of pelviscopy, which already has a consolidated
place (*°). Howewer, the non-surgical approach to extrauterine pregnancy was first
attempted in 1853 by Bacchetti. His technique spread in France and North Ame-
rica, where Garrigues in 1882 (°), Thomas in 1884 (?) and Brothers in 1888 (%)
reported a consistent number of cases.

At the same time Veith in 1884 (°) realized first the laparotomic approach
to the extrauterine pregnancy, the therapy of choice during the following 100
years.

Now the physical non-surgical approaches in the therapy of extrauterine pre-
gnancy are under research () and the original description of Bacchetti (!!) seems
noteworthy. The original work of Bacchetti entitled “New applications of needle-
electro-puncture in a case of tubal extrauterine pregnancy” was published in Flo-
rence on May 3rd 1853 (Fig. 1).

REPORT

The patient, a pluripara 29 years old with 4 children, was pregnant for the
5th time. At about 10 weeks gestation, the 29th December 1852, she complained
of strong lower abdominal pains and dysuria, followed by repeated lipothymias.
After 6 hours Bacchetti observed an acute abdomen without vaginal bleeding. He
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Fig. 1.

prescribed a oily purge, friction with belladonna ointment on lower abdomen and
enema. After this therapy lipothymias ceased and 16 hours from their beginning
the pelvic pains ceased too. No vaginal bleeding was observed. After only 8 days
a scanty vaginal bleeding appeared, persisting some days until the 16th January
1853, when the same symptoms reappeared. The therapy prescribed before was
repeated and after 6 hours the symptoms disappeared. On 25th January the
symptoms appeared again, ceasing slowly after 10 hours. This time, when the
pain became lower, a left adnexal tumour could be detected at bimanual palpation.
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An extrauterine pregnancy was suspected and a consultation with Bartolini,
Bucci and Torri was held, leading to the diagnosis of left tubal extrauterine pre-
gnancy. A medical therapy was decided using iodic and mercurial preparations
for abdominal and vaginal application, to stop fetal growth.

In case of failure an attempt with electro-needle puncture was suggested.
The medical therapy was started on the same day (25th January). The patient
did relatively well, whereas the adnexal mass showed only a very limited decrease
in volume. In the evening of the 31st January the application of electro-needle
puncture was decided and the procedure planned for the 2nd February.

The Kemps’ electro-magnetic machine modified by Carraresi with two Bunsen
cell was employed. Prof. Burci introduced transabdominally two steel crossed
needles. These were connected to the electro-magnetic machine and the shock felt
by the patient was very strong. After 5 seconds a new shock, stronger than before,
was released. This shock produced skin scalds around the needles.

The day after, the tumour was markedly reduced. On March 6th the mass
was reduced to the dimension of a pigeon’s egg and thereafter the menstrual cycle
appeared, lasting 8 days. In the first days of April the cycle reappeared and the
patient did very well.

Here Bacchetti ends his description with the following words: medicine has
found today a potent and efficient remedy in a very serious case, where the
physician was forced to be inactive spectator at the often useless efforts of nature.
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