
History and Evolution of Physiotherapy

(A concise, organized overview for students and health?care professionals)

1. Ancient Roots (c. 3000?BC – 5th?century?AD)

Era / Region Key Contributions
Representative Figures /

Texts

Ancient Egypt
Therapeutic massage, hydro?therapy (warm

water baths), use of splints

Medical papyri (e.g., Ebers

Papyrus)

Ancient China
Taoist “tui na” (manual manipulation), early

concepts of meridians & qi

Huangdi Neijing (The Yellow

Emperor’s Classic)

Ancient Greece

& Rome

Emphasis on “exercise as medicine,” use of

heat, cold, and massage for injuries
Hippocrates, Galen, Celsus

Indian

Ayurveda

Structured regimens of vyayama (therapeutic

exercise) and abhyanga (oil massage)

Charaka Samhita, Sushruta

Samhita

Take?away: Early societies recognized the therapeutic value of movement, manual techniques,

and hydro?therapy, laying the conceptual groundwork for modern physiotherapy.

2. The Middle Ages to the Renaissance (5th?–?17th?

century)

Period Developments

Islamic Golden

Age

Systematic study of anatomy, use of massage and orthopedic splints;

scholars such as Avicenna described “muscle?strengthening” exercises.

European

Monastic Care

Monks provided basic “physic” (herbal, massage, exercise) for wounded

soldiers and the sick.

Renaissance

Renewed anatomical dissection; Vesalius’s De humani corporis fabrica

(1543) clarified musculoskeletal structure, enabling more precise manual

therapy.
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Key point: Knowledge of anatomy and biomechanics grew, but a distinct “physiotherapy”

profession had not yet emerged.

3. Birth of a Profession (18th?–?19th?century)

Milestone Significance

1769 – Per Henrik

Ling (Sweden)

Founded the “Royal Central Institute of Gymnastics.” Introduced

systematic Swedish gymnastics (movement, massage, heat). Often

called the father of modern physiotherapy.

1813 – James Gill

(England)

Developed “medical gymnastics” for soldiers; published The Art of

Healing by Exercise.

1840s – Charles Bell &

François?Marius G.

Described the reflex arc and the role of nerves in muscle tone,

supporting therapeutic exercise.

Late 1800s – Polio &

Orthopedic Care

Surgeons began prescribing passive range?of?motion and splinting

to prevent contractures.

Result: A shift from ad?hoc massage to structured, exercise?based rehabilitation.

4. Early 20th Century – Formalisation & World Wars

Year Event Impact on Practice

1914?

1918

WWI – Massive numbers of amputees,

fractures, and nerve injuries.

Creation of rehabilitation units;

introduction of electro?therapy,

thermotherapy, and therapeutic exercise

on a large scale.

1918

Establishment of the American Physical

Therapy Association (APTA) (originally

“American Women's Physical Therapeutic

Association”).

First national professional body; set

standards for education
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