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Pierre Dionis (1650-1718), professor of surgery
and anatomy at the King’s garden in Paris, wrote in 1707:
“External causes of cancer... referring to a severe contusion, or a bruise, which permit to the lymph to stop in the
mammary glands of women, to thicken it and acquire the
acridity by his time. The main internal causes is the vice
of liquors separated from a terrestrial and viscous blood,
filled with acid coagulants which, forming obstructions
in the glands, retains the lymph and expose them to corrupt the glandular substance which contains them” [12].
François Gigot de La Peyronie (1678-1747), JeanLouis Petit (1674-1750) and François Quesnay (16941774) speak of “rawness”, “concoction”, “alcalescence”, “acrimony”, “depravity” and “fermentation” of
this capricious lymph which turns into cancer whenever
it chooses [13].
Furthermore, cancerology seemed to get lost in a
swamp of barbarous epithets. But as the truth often remains in the shadows before bursting in the daylight,
seemingly insignificant observations at the same time
opened the way for greatest discoveries.

The carcinogenic theory of lymph to rationalize the doctrines
Since 1704, Alexis Littré (1658-1725) presented to
the Academy of Sciences a thigh tumor and proved that
it does not consist of coagulated lymph, but body fat. In
1709, he indicates this kind of tumors, which he declares
benign, as the lipoma, but this term will become classic
a century later. Under the mask of malignancy, several
innocent tumors troubled patients and physicians. For
example, it was thought that cysts could degenerate [14].
However, the great specialist in diseases of females, Jean Astruc (1684-1766), was seeing in all other
varieties of cysts the work of stagnant lymph accumulated in distended vessels. Antoine Louis (1723-1792),
anatomist and surgeon, permanent secretary of the Academy of Surgery, who wrote the surgical part of the Encyclopedia rejected this hypothesis in 1774, asserting that
such growths are formed by condensation and discharge
of the tissues. “The cyst”, he writes, “consists of preexisting substance of the part... The membrane which
makes this sac is not newly formed, as might be inferred
from the theory of some writers on this disease” [15].
At that time the scrofulous tumors, also known
as “scrofula” and also accused of degeneration, are in
their turn a sentence of non-suit after an exhausting argument. In fact, since 1693, Dr. Houppeville denounced
the confusion existing between two diseases of different origin, and, if we may credit his testimony, the public opinion followed him on this point. However these

productions, of tuberculous origin, were located at the
crossroads of all dangers in these lymph nodes, where
the evil spirit has the strong tendency to deprave. It did
not take more so that physicians were convinced of their
cancerous nature [16].
Antoine Louis also deserves credit for having
raised the ambiguity. More specifically, Louis in order
to convince his colleagues put two tumors to boiling.
One was scrofulous; the other was of scirrhous and cancerous origin. In the first case, he obtained a gelatinous
substance, while in the second an albuminous froth.
He concluded that the scrofula was formed of an amorphous gelatinous material, while scirrhosis and lymph
cancers were composed of albumins: “Scrofula”, he
writes, “are formed of gelatinous lymph. They do not
degenerate into cancer, which proves that their material is of a different nature from the one which forms the
scirrhus. Tumors of the latter kind are produced by the
albuminous lymph which is susceptible to a spontaneous movement (fermentation) by which it becomes alkaline and very corrosive” [17].
A century later, it was found that benign and fibrous tumors produce a gelatinous substance with boiling, while malignant tumors, richer in albumin, emerge
albuminous foam as a result of the concoction. Lipomas, cysts and scrofula were also successively subtracted from the family of cancers. All other tumors remaining in the same group under the name of scirrhus or cancer had to continue to comply with the theory of lymph.
Mastitis, adenomas and most benign tumors continued
to have a bad reputation [18].
But why some scirrhous tumors did not evolve,
while others degenerated into cancer? For what reasons certain tumors were malignant soon as they arise?
No one knew anything, or at least they were content to
evoke the vagaries of the lymph.

Conclusion
The 17th and 18th centuries are marked by great
discoveries which contributed to the evolution of oncology. The discovery of the lymph and the lymphatic circulation has led to the theory of carcinogenic property
of the lymph that has dominated for at least a century,
being the triangular corner of oncology, until the appearance of histology and pathological anatomy in the
early 19th century.
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