
Rene Laennec 

The inventor of the stethoscope 

Rene Laennec was a French physician who invented the stethoscope in 1816, 

while working at Hospital Necker. He used the stethoscope to diagnose 

various chest problems. 

Doctors at this time already knew that by listening to the 

heart one could identify certain heart problems. They would simply 

place their ear to the chest of the patient and listen. However, if the 

patient was overweight, it was difficult to hear the heartbeat. One day 

Laennec saw school children playing with long hollow sticks; they were 

using them to amplify their voices. This gave him an idea: if a hollow 

tube could make children’s voices louder then perhaps it would also 

make a person’s heartbeat louder. He built his first stethoscope using a 

25cm wooden cylinder, which was later made up of three detachable 

parts. 

This invention allowed doctors to identify the different heart sounds of 

different heart problems and he named it the stethoscope; stethos meaning ‘chest’ in 

Greek, and skopos meaning ‘examination’. At the time some medical professionals were 

sceptical of Laennec’s stethoscope, but now it is recognised that this cylinder shaped 

stethoscope led to the invention of the stethoscope used today; invented by Arthur Leared 

in 1851. George Cammann perfected the design and it is the design that has been used ever 

since. 
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Questions 

 

1) What is another word for ‘physician’?  ___________________________ 

 

2) What gave Laennec the idea for his invention? 

_____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________ 

 

3) What did this invention allow doctors to do? 

__________________________________________________________________ 

 

4) How did Laennec name his invention? 

_____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________ 

 

5) Give definitions for the following words: 

 

Amplify: ______________________________________________ 

 

Detachable: ___________________________________________ 

 

6) Find three other words that end in the suffix ‘scope’: 

 

 ________________________ 

 

 ________________________ 

 

 ________________________ 

 

7) What differences do you notice between Laennec’s stethoscope and the stethoscope 

used by doctors today? 

_____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________ 

 



8) Write a set of instructions explaining how you think Laennec’s cylinder stethoscope 

should be used. 


