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Summary

Ocular and orbital wall cancers were recognized by
the physicians of the antiquity as incurable, lethal, and
non-operable malignant entities. Paul of Aegina (7%c AD)
was the first to refer to this type of cancer and proposed
only some palliative measures, while the same approach
was also preserved by Theophanes Nonnus (10"c AD). How-
ever, two terracotta figurines of the Hellenistic period (323-

Introduction

Although physicians in antiquity recognized
orbital tumors [1], few passages are preserved,
probably because of their rarity or their incura-
ble nature. The Byzantine physician Paul of Aegi-
na (625-690 AD), described first an ocular cancer
in the seventh book of his masterpiece Epitomae
medicae [2], while Theophanis Nonnus (c. 10th
century AD), dealt with ophthalmic cancer in his
treatise On ophthalmic diseases [3].

During antiquity, the usage of terracotta fig-
urines for teaching purposes was common. It is
almost certain, that art manufacturers and tilers
should have molded terracotta figurines, present-
ing depictions of lethal and rare diseases [4,5].
Furthermore it was in vogue the custom of ded-
icating votive offerings in ancient shrines. This
ceremony began in ancient Greece during the 3rd
millennium BC in the island of Crete, at the south
of the Aegean Sea, and spread all over the Hellen-
ic dominion. During the excavations in Kos island,
several dedications of votive offerings around the
Aslepieion were found. The majority of these
relics were manufactured as a normal display of

30 BC) which depicted tumorous malformations in the eye
area, raise a scientific debate on the matter. Hellenic art,
once more contributed in a didactic way to preserve medical
knowledge of the past, and served as an auxiliary tool in
order to facilitate medical study.
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a human member, or organ, while only a small
number of them had the characteristics of a spe-
cific disease or malformation presenting in detail.
In 19% century, the medical historian and oph-
thalmologist Theodor Meyer-Steineg (1873-19306)
succeeded, with controversial procedures, to ob-
tain a small collection of clay statuettes depicting
various diseases, including ocular ones [6].

Two terracotta figurines depicting huge tum-
ors in the eye area had been preserved: one from
the Meyer-Steineg collection and another found
in the collection of the National Archaeological
Museum of Taranto, Italy, raising a debate on the
nature of malformation.

Paul of Aegina and Theophanes Non-
nus on ophthalmic cancer

Paul of Aegina practised medicine in Alex-
andria during 7th century AD. He was a skilful
and famous physician, surgeon, and oculist [7,8].
Among the innovative surgical procedures that he
was performing, he was able to operate cataract
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Figure 1. Clay figurine of the Hellenistic era represent-
ing a cancerous mass.

and ectropion [8,9]. Paul of Aegina recognized oc-
ular cancer and proposed some treatment, mainly
palliative. According to him, ocular cancer affect-
ed the cornea and provoked extreme pain, disten-
sion and redness of the tunics. He realized that oc-
ular neoplasm was incurable but could have been
alleviated by milk and farinaceous diet combined
with local application of soothing herbal based
collyria [2]. The gravity of the cancer was also
well recognized, and in most cases the operation
concerned mainly removal of superficial tumors.
Ocular cancer was considered inoperable [10].

Theophanes Nonnus was the physician of the
Byzantine Emperor Constantine VII Porphyrogen-
netos (905-959 AD). He wrote an encyclopaedia
of medical knowledge by collecting all scientific
discourses from the work of Oribasius (320-403),
Aetius of Amida (c. mid 5% - c. mid 6th century AD),
Paul of Aegina and Alexander of Tralles (525- 605
AD). Among his other works stands his master-
piece On ophthalmic diseases [9,11], in which he
proposed a palliative remedy for ocular cancer
containing a poultice of flour, egg yolks, honey,
milk, olive leaves and mint. He also believed that
it was an incurable lethal disease even after a lo-
cal cauterization, and described it as a malignant
and corrosive abscess [3].

Ocular and orbital wall cancer in Hel-
lenistic art

The head of the first clay figurine of the Hel-
lenistic era (Figure 1), now unfortunately lost, de-
picts a bearded man with a huge bulge in the right
eye in the region of the eyebrows. Although some
researchers believe that this tumor represents a
benign cyst [12], its macroscopic morphology co-
incides most probably with an orbital wall cancer-
ous mass [13].

The second clay figurine of the post Hellen-

Figure 2. Clay figurine of the post Hellenistic period
depicting an orbital sarcoma.

istic period (Figure 2), which is also lost [14], de-
picts a child’s head, whose right eyeball is pro-
tuberant, remarkably outside the orbit, identified
by the researchers as orbital sarcoma [6,15]. This
terracotta statuette is surrounded by a mysterious
history. In 1910, Theodor Meyer-Steineg visited
the island of Kos, where a few years before the
famous Asclepieion was discovered and illegally
bought a series of figurines depicting various dis-
eases. The authenticity of the second figurine was
challenged by many, as its hairdo is of a modern
style, while at the same time many others sup-
ported its ancient origin, as there have been exist-
ed similar styles in antiquity [6,13,15]. We believe
that this statuette is false, as its imagery data
follows the modern era’s morphology of the dolls
from the early 20th century [16]. Nevertheless, it
is believed that illustrates the more certain case
of neoplasm [17].

Discussion

Although many scholars and physicians of
the antiquity have dealt with ophthalmology in
depth, like the Arab physician Hunayn ibn Ishaq
(809-873 AD), who gathered all available knowl-
edge on the subject through the translation of
Greek manuscripts [9], and Cleopatra Metrodo-
ra (c. 7th century AD), who performed aesthetic
face reconstruction, none mentioned a surgical
operation for ocular cancer [18]. Even Paul of Ae-
gina, the most skilful Byzantine surgeon, with
skills ahead of his time, proposed only a palliative
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approach [2]. The operation of ocular cancer re-
mained during antiquity “terra incognita”.

Some researchers wrongly suggested that
there were not any references for ophthalmic can-
cer in ancient Greek and Byzantine medical texts,
and suggested that those statuettes were ex-vo-
tos, offered to healing gods [19].

However, Hellenic art, once more, contributed
in a way to preserve the knowledge of the past,
and served as an auxiliary tool in order to facili-
tate medical study. Despite the technological ad-
vances in medical education, medicine is strongly
connected with medical artistic depictions [18].
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Conclusion

Medical tradition in Ancient Greece and
Byzantium, presented an integrated scientific
perspective in almost all modern pathologies.
Through treatises, art, poems, statuettes, gra-
vures, sculptures, paintings, ex-votos, the ma-
jority of nosologic entities were depicted for
demonstration and didactic purposes. Ophthal-
mic cancer was depicted in terracotta figurines
and presented inside medical texts as a knowl-
edge from the past for the physicians of the near
and distant future.
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