
Volume 32, Number 3, 2012

251

Editorial

Primary References for the Gingival Graft Procedure:  
A Note of Clarification

Primary in the dynamic evolution of periodontal plastic surgery was the rediscovery of the free gingival graft in the 
early 1960s. The chronology of events suggests independent discovery and presentation of the gingival graft proce-
dure to the profession by Dr Hilding Björn in Sweden and Drs Kenneth King and Billy Pennel in the United States.1 

During the literature search in preparation for publication of King and Pennel’s free graft series,1 we found sub-
stantial inaccuracy within the published record. It was evident, for instance, that most descriptions in the literature 
of Björn’s seminal 1963 publication did not accurately reflect his contribution. The purpose of this editorial is to 
clarify Björn’s and others’ contributions to the gingival graft literature. Because of the recent emphasis on connec-
tive tissue grafting, recent graduates may find additional benefit from this review.

We use the term “rediscovery” because the earliest known reference to the gingival graft procedure is a de-
tailed report by Dr Davenport of Dr Younger’s presentation on the subject to the American Dental Club of Paris in 
1902.2,3 We mention this early report for historical interest, and now will focus on events comprising its rediscovery.

The first modern reference to the gingival graft procedure is universally attributed to Hilding Björn in 1963. We 
were surprised to find that this reference was not a case report or technique article, as generally portrayed,4–6 but 
rather an abstract of a slide presentation on the gingival graft procedure that may be found in two similar reports in 
1963.7,8 Initially, one of these reports8 was most difficult to locate because the volume number was erroneous in the 
information we provided the librarian. The significance of this error will become apparent as we proceed.    

Björn’s report appears initially in issue 3 of a quarterly publication in English,7 and subsequently in the No-
vember issue of a monthly publication in Swedish.8 The report in English should be considered primary if date of 
publication is the determining factor. Both reports list items (abstracts) comprising a symposium in periodontology 
hosted by H. Björn himself (Fig 1). Ironically, this first reference appears last in a series of 22 spare notations:

Björn, Hilding: Free transplantation of gingiva propria. “Cases where periodontal disease had resulted in loss of at-
tached gingiva were treated by means of free autografts of attached gingival tissue. Despite the difficulty of obtaining 
thin grafts, the major part of the transplants did take” (as published). 

The second report of the symposium in Malmö was 
published in the Swedish equivalent of our Journal of the 
American Dental Association. Björn’s expanded 12-line  
abstract adds detail, noting a color slide presentation in 
which he reports encouraging preliminary results using 
free autologous transplantation of gingiva propria to re-
store areas where progressive periodontitis has resulted 
in alveolar mucosa functioning as marginal tissue. 

Often attributed to Björn, credit for the first case 
report belongs to John M. “Jack” Nabers in 1966.9 In 
the bibliography, Nabers refers to the King and Pennel  
lecture to the Philadelphia Society of Periodontology 
in April 1964.  King was the presenter, and his slide 
presentation is believed to mark the first appearance 

Fig 1  First page of the primary Björn report published in English 
during the third quarter of 1963 introducing the symposium and list 
of abstracts. Björn’s abstract was the last item.
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of the gingival graft procedure in 
the United States. Dr Claude Na-
bers, Jack’s brother, attended King’s 
presentation, and after returning to 
their periodontal practice in Texas, 
relayed the information to his broth-
er, who subsequently wrote this first 
case report. 

As evidenced by the process-
ing dates imprinted on the original 
slides, King and Pennel accom-
plished their first free graft in Sep-
tember 1962, months before Björn 
presented his preliminary results to 
colleagues in May 1963. Therefore, 
Björn, King, and Pennel appear to 
be co-contributors in the rediscov-
ery of the gingival graft procedure.1

Nabers published a second pa-
per on the subject in 1966.10 This 
companion paper contains the first 
citation of Björn’s 1963 publication 
in the American dental literature. 
Nabers lists this reference last.11 
However, Nabers neither notes nor 
refers to Björn’s work in the text of 
the article; the other references are 
noted and discussed in the text. 

Nabers used a somewhat unique 
notation of the reference in Swed-
ish.11 In an apparent transcriptional 
error, he recorded volume 22 rather 
than the correct volume, 55. Initially, 
the librarian had difficulty finding 
this reference, since we had submit-
ted volume 22 with the request. The 
librarian subsequently discovered 
our error, identified the correct vol-
ume (55), and located the reference. 

This transcriptional error, often 
accompanied by other attributes of 
Nabers’ original citation, has been 
perpetuated to this day12 in most re-
lated bibliographies. The following  

quotations from the literature are a 
few examples of citations character-
izing Björn’s contribution, also using 
the incorrect volume 22:

 “Björn’s (1963) transplantation of 
the gingiva demonstrated the 
value of grafts to periodontal 
therapy.”13

 “In Sweden, Björn published 
the first successful free 
gingival graft supported by 
photographic illustrations.”4

 “A number of pedicle and free 
graft techniques as treatment 
modalities for gingival 
extension have been described 
in the literature.”5

Descriptions like these and 
our experience with the reference 
containing this error strongly sug-
gest that few have read the original 
Björn publication.

Key references and early contri-
butions to the gingival graft literature 
have been identified and clarified. 
It is tempting to speculate that  
Nabers came upon the Björn refer-
ence in Swedish shortly before publi-
cation, noted the inherent difficulties 
of procurement and translation, and 
decided to insert it for complete-
ness without reviewing the original 
article. Others have followed suit.
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