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“The Boy Died of Respiratory Muscle Paralysis”: 
Diagnosis and Treatment Methods of Poliomyelitis 
in Interwar Lithuania 
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Introduction.  At the end of the 19th and beginning of the 20th centuries, polio, referred to 
as Heine-Medin disease, caused widespread epidemics and severe long-term complications, 
particularly in densely populated areas. This spurred scientific efforts to understand its etiology, 
pathogenesis, prophylaxis and treatment. This study explores how poliomyelitis was perceived 
and managed in Lithuania during 1920–1939, focusing on perception of the disease, diagnostic 
methods, and treatment approaches.

Methods. This article is based on analysis of 12 primary sources addressing poliomyelitis, 
including 53 articles and 7 papers from the Lithuanian scientific journal Medicina, published 
during the interwar period, as well as secondary sources. We adopted medical terms and treatment 
methods typical of the early 20th century and considered the historical context and prevailing 
approaches to disease management at the time.

Results.  By conducting a microanalysis of only one disease – poliomyelitis – and comparing 
the treatment of polio patients in Lithuania with the data available from other European regions, 
reflecting the situation in the first half of the 20th century, we also indirectly assess the level of 
development of medical care in interwar Lithuania. 

Conclusions. The medical practices in Lithuania during the interwar period were comparable 
to contemporary advances in other European regions. Despite limited understanding of the 
disease etiopathogenesis, Lithuanian physicians demonstrated a commitment to providing the 
best possible care for their patients, employing methods that reflected the medical progress of 
the time.
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