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EYE DISEASES IN TRADITIONAL SIDDHA SYSTEM OF

MEDICINE — AN OVERVIEW*

Special branches of medicine such as pediatrics, gynecology, surgery,
toxicology and ‘varma’ are fully known to traditional Siddha doctors and they
have been treating well the patients with health problems connected with those
branches of medicines. Ophthalmology was also well practiced in the past and
they also performed eye surgeries. But, today most of the Siddha doctors do not
take up this type of cases.

Siddha–rs have classified diseases into 4448 types. This number had not
been accepted by some of the Siddha practitioners. But, they all had accepted
the number of eye diseases as 96. Many palm leaf manuscripts on ophthalmology
are now edited and published a number of times. The Agathiar Nayana Vidhi-
500 refers 96 types of eye diseases, their etiology and explains general and
special reasons for acquiring those diseases, preventive measures to protect the
eye from the diseases, medicines to cure the eye diseases, their doses and period
of intake, etc. It is possible that the same kind of manuscript is available in
different names in different manuscript libraries. Siddha–r Aruvai Maruthuvam,
the traditional Siddha work on surgical methods of Siddha system describes
various kinds of eye diseases. The book also describes both internal and external
treatment to cure eye diseases.

The different kinds of treatment adopted or resorted to, for curing eye-
diseases are via-scarification, operation, poulticing, application of fumigation,
fomentation, bandaging, incision, excision, perforation, vene-section, cauterization,
leeching, solving, washing etc.

The diseases of the eyes, according to Tamil Siddha Medical Science, are
divided into 96 types, but it is found in A– yurveda that this classification is varied
according to the opinions held by the different commentators or subsequent writers
who declare the diseases to be 96. Caraka and Susƒruta, however, distinctly hold
them as 76 diseases not to speak of the two referring to traumatic causes. The
difference of 20 (96-76) is evidently an addition to the original, perhaps the work

* Contributed by S. Prema, Professor, Department of Siddha Medicine, Tamil University,
Thanjavur 613 010. e-mail: drsprem@sify.com



324 INDIAN JOURNAL OF HISTORY OF SCIENCE

of subsequent annotators with a view to bring it in accordance with the Tamil
Medicine.

According to A– yurveda, the diseases of the Eye are classified into 76
kinds and of these, it is said that the 10 are due to de-arranged va–yu, 10 to de-
arranged pitta, and 18 are due to de-arranged kapha, 16 to vitiated blood, 25
to the concerted action of the 3 de-arranged humors in the system and the
remaining two are due to external causes (trauma).

The said 76 diseases are enumerated as follows:

1. Sandhia (binding union)  9
2. Vartama (eye-lida–) 21
3. Sukkila bha–ga (the vitreous body) 11
4. Krishna bha–ga (the black of the eye) 4
5. Sarvakat.ha roga (eye-ball) 19
6. Dr. abti (pupil, lens etc.) 12

76

The Na–gamuni Nayana Vidhi classifies the eye diseases that occur in
various parts of the eye. It describes 27 eye diseases in the pupil, 10 in retina,
13 in cornea, 9 in between retina and cornea, 24 in upper eye lid, and 13 in the
whole eye totally 96 eye diseases that affect the eye. Abnormalities of three dos.as
-
va–tham, pitham and kabam and their variations related to the eye diseases are
also narrated. The internal medicines, for the treatment of the eye diseases have
been prescribed in Siddha–r Aruvai Maruthuvam.

The names of surgical instruments used in eye surgery, their shapes and
sizes, and their uses are clearly mentioned in the various manuscripts. The loss of
sight, reduced power of vision, the causes and remedies for these conditions are
also found in Siddha literature. There are clear indications that eye diseases were
cured by the application of medicines as well as surgery.

Surgical Methods

Various kinds of surgical methods are described in Siddha literatures.
Pricking with needle is advocated to release the accumulated liquid in
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‘Pitthaka–sam’. The end of cornea is pricked with a copper triangular needle of
3 inch length called ‘Sƒala–gai’. Application of eye drops after the needle pricking,
herbal fumigation procedure for alleviating pain in the eye after pricking, etc., have
also been explained in Siddha literatures.

Procedures to be adopted after needle pricking and removal of liquid
from the eye are also described. Turmeric powder paste is applied on the eye and
banded with cotton followed by the application of paste of tamarind leaves for
three days. Applications of ointment, fomentation, external application of medicated
oils etc., are also advocated to patients depending on the nature of the disease
and nature of the patient. Cleaning the teeth with herbal tooth powder, rubbing
medicated ghee in the leg palm, application of pure water and eye-tex into the
eyes are also advocated. Even after depleting the accumulated liquid from the eye,
if the eye sight is not clear, further pricking is to be carried out second time with
the help of a smaller size needle with the weight of sesame seed, as narrated in
the manuscripts.

Now-a-days, free eye camps are conducted for the prevention of blindness,
where cataract operations are done freely and spectacles supplied at free of cost.
The Central Government spends about crores of rupees every year for this scheme.
Unfortunately, doctors of the indigenous systems of medicines have not been
consulted or their services utilised in the scheme. No agency has taken steps to
educate the public about the causes for blindness. Siddha texts refer to a number
of external and internal medicines for eye diseases. The instruments for the eye
surgery as well as the post-operative requirements for eye surgery are elaborately
described in Siddha literature.

The herbs used for the prevention of eye diseases, the need to get
permission from the Government to grow plants like Nandiavattai (Ervatamia
coronaria) and Karisalai (Eclipta alba) in herbal gardens and the tax payable
to the Government for growing herbs were recorded in some old palm leaf
manuscripts. The tax for cultivating medicinal plants in herbal gardens was called
Ka–nam. The villagers, in Tamil Nadu even today use latex of Nandiavattai
(Ervatamia coronaria) for eye ailments and Karisalai (Eclipta alba) for the
preparation of eye-tex.

An‚janam (Collyrium), Kalikkam (Eye salve) and Mye (Eye-tex) are the
names of the external medicines used for eye diseases. Chank, pearl, pearl-oyster
and animal bones were some of the basic materials used in the preparation of
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internal medicines for the cure of eye diseases. Zinc sulphate and Gold thread
were also used for the treatment. There are no medicines in other medical systems
to cure loss of sight due to Glaucoma.

Serfoji II had established a research centre - Dhanvantari Mahal - with
appropriate scholars to carry out research on Siddha and A– yurvedic medicines,
and to collect and preserve palm leaf manuscripts on medicines. A record of eye
diseases, with picture showing the nature of eye diseases, parts of the eye affected
by diseases and the treatment given for such diseases are on display at the
Saraswathi Mahal Library, Thanjavur.

The details of the salary paid to the doctors who worked there and the
eye operation done to the King Serfoji are maintained in Modi records at Saraswathi
Mahal Library, Thanjavur. The medicines prepared at the Dhanvantri Mahal and
prescribed to the patients were also properly documented. These were later
edited and published as ‘Sarabendra Remedies’ by the Saraswathi Mahal Library.
The title of one of these publication is ‘Nayana Sikitci’, - the treatment for eye
diseases. It was edited by Amirthalin.gam Pillai, who was the best eye doctor of
the 19th centruy. Meeran Sahib was a doctor practicing Unani system of medicine
at the time of Raja Serfoji II. He used civet in the preparation of medicines for
the treatment of eye diseases. He was given a grant for rearing civet cats. But he
had not left any record of his findings and treatments.

It is found from the records that the hospital doctors were practiced
Siddha, A– yurveda, Una–ni and Alopathy systems of Medicine. Most of the recipes
practiced by the native doctors were recorded in manuscript form by eminent
Tamil Scholars. It is found some foreign doctors had worked in the hospital and
the King had given some amount of money to run an Allopathic clinic in this
Palace. As in present day system, the case history sheets of the patients were
maintained. This Library is preserving a volume of records maintained in the eye
hospital.

It is a handwritten manuscript of legal size written in English language using
Iron gall ink with few illustrations of the diseased eyes. These records were
written during 1827 August to October (Fig. 1). Due to ink spreading, the letters
are not readable. It was too brittle. Now it is strengthened with Chiffon mending
technique and bounded in a book form. There are 48 case history sheets. The first
seven sheets have some illustrations and description in Devanagari script. From
8th to 43rd sheets, the description is in English. Total 18 case history sheets have
pictures of diseased eye.
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Fig. 1. The case history sheet: it gives the name of the disease, name of the patient, date
of admission, nature of treatment etc.
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DISCRIPTIONS OF CASE SHEETS

Sheet Name of the Name of the Date of Date of Cured/ Other
No. Patient & Age Disease Admission Discharge Not Information
Sheets 1-7 has single line description in Devana–gari

–
 script with illustration

8 Vaidyalingam Amourosis 17.8.1827 25.8.1827
Age 30 Absent

Illustration
9 Sambasivam Cataract 19.8.1827 30.10.1827 Cured Illustration

Age-22 Capsula and
Trista

10. Gurumoorthy Opthalmia 17.8.1827 26.9.1827 Cured Illustration
Age-25 Chronica

11. Nutchitrum Opthalmia 20.8.1827 24.9.1827 Cured 2 Illustrations
Age-15 Purulenta

12. SubrayenAge-22 Albego 17.8.1827 Absent
Illustrations

13. Only Illustration. No description
14. Mootommah Opthalmia 3.9.1827 15.10.1827 Cured Illustrations

Age-22 Purulenta
15. Krishnammah Cataract 4.9.1827 30.9.1827 Cured In his Highness

Age-50 Presence.
Discharged well
with Rs.2 enam

16. kuppannah Linticular 7.9.1827 30.9.1827 Cured In presence
Age-50 Cataract of his Highness

Discharged well
with Rs.2 enam

17. Mary Age-8 Leucoma 15.9.1827 No information
18. Not clear
19. Sundaram Amurosis 17.8.1827 25.8.1827 Absent

Age-22 Hemerolopin
Night Blindness

19. NagammaAge-9 Chronic Opthalmia 17.8.1827 3.9.1827 Absent
Back
side
20. Paramananiagum Opthalmia 26.9.1827 30.9.1827 Cured

Age-30
20 Narayanan Leucoma 17.8.1827 15.9.1827 Absent
Back Age-22 No Illustration
side
21 Soshama Neubula 14.10.1827 24.10.1827 Cured No Illustration

Age-11
21 Subramanien Cataract 2.101827 8.10.1827 Absent
Back Age-50
Side
22. Meeran Saib CapsulaLenticularCataract Aug.1827 Absent

Age-50
22 Mutama Lipitulo 4.10.1827 24.10.1827 Cured
Back Age-8
Side
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23. Gopalsamy Ophthalmia 9.10.1827 1.10.1827 Cured
Age-8 Purulinta

23. Jeeja Bai Cataract 16.8.1827 19.8.1827 Cured Discharged with
Back Age-67 Capsula tolerable vision
Side Senticule
24 Muttama Opthalmia 8.10.1827 20.10.1827 Cured

Age-6
24. Mangamma Opthalmia 9.10.1827 20.10.1827 Cured
Back Age-26
side
25 Venkatechallam Capsular 19.10.1827 15.11.1827 Cured

Age-63 Cataract
25 Subbu Lakshmi 9.10.1827 20.10.1827 Cured
Back Age-50
side
26. Meeran Khaun Amaurosis 10.10.1827 11.11.1827 Cured

Age-22
26 Puchee Amaurosis 8.10.1827 20.10.1827 Absent
Back Age-50 Hemaralapia
side
27 Ranga Chetty Opthalmia 24.8.1827 15.9.1827 Cured

Age-50
27 Katha pillay Amourosis 9.10.1827 26.11.1827 - Discharged
Back Age-48
side
28 Peramen Ophthalmia 20.9.1827 25.9.1827 Cured

Age about 50
28 Kishnamma Lippitudo 4.9.1827 20.10.1827 Cured
Back Age-60 Phrigium
side
29 Latchmee Neubula 24.9.1827 4.11.1827 Cured

Age.55
29 Ramasamy Cataract 4.9.1827 9.9.l827 Absent
Back Age-25
Side
30 Rangamma Lippitudo 4.9.1827 20.9.1827 Cured

Age-50
30 Vinkitatree Ophthalmia 27.9.1827 4.11.1827 Cured
Back Age-55
side
31 Latchmee Ophthalmia 17.9.1827 16.10.1827 Cured

Age-9
31 kumarasamy Lenticular 7.9.1827
Back Age-65 Cataract of
side 6 months
32 Gooroovama Ophthalmia 14.9.1827 20.9.1827 Cured

Age-4
32 Rukmaniamma Lenticular 15.9.1827 26.9.1827 Cured Discharged with
Back Age-55 Cataract tolerable vision
side
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33 Veerayee Ophthalmia 17.9.1827 20.10.1827 Cured
Age-35

33 Venketama Lippitudo 15.9.1827 8.11.1827 Cured
Back Age-40
side
34 Sandoshee Pillay Hemarolapia 27.9.1827 20.10.1827 Cured Discharged with

Age-55 tolerable vision
34 SamuelAge-24 Ptyrigium 16.9.1827 25.9.1827 Absent
Back
side
35 Shoollay Nehula 17.9.1827 15.11.1827 Cured

Age-8
35 MaryAge-8 Leucoma 15.9.1827 15.10.1827 Absent almost
Back well
side
36 Veeratha Ophthalmia 17.9.1827 13.11.1827 Cured

Age-3
36 Latchmee Nebula 15.9.1827 23.9.1827 Discharged with
Back Age-30 lotion of Nitrate
side of Silver No.4
37 Bhavamuthu Amaurosis 15.9.1827 20.9.1827 Discharged with

Age-20 some what vision
37 Sengamalam Allougo 15.9.1827 20.10.1827 AbsentAlmost
Back Age-5 well
side
38 Age about 56 Cataract 22.9.1827 25.9.1827 Dumb man
38 Arulanandam Allugo 15.9.1827 15.10.1827 Absent almost
Back Age-3 well
side
39 Arumugam Leucoma 15.9.1827 25.11.1827 Discharged

Age-26
39 Sreeneevas Achar Ophthalmia 15.9.1827 2.10.1827 Cured
Back Age-35 C.Cornea
side Vascular
40 Karupayee Cataract 17.9.1827 19.10.1827 Discharged with

Age-70 some what vision
40 Latchmee Linticular 18.9.1827 30.9.1827 Cured
Back Age-45 Cataract
side
41 lankannoo Ophthalmia 18.9.1827 28.9.1827 Cured

Age-45
41 Kader Khan Amourosis 18.9.1827 1.10.1827 Cured
Back Age-24
side
42 Nagama Cataract 18.9.1827 25.9.1827 Cured

Age-55
42 Ratchanna kutty Cataract 23.9.1827 16.10.1827 Absent quite well
Back Age 55
side
43. Arumugam Pterygium and 19.9.1827 4.11.1827 Cured

Age-55 Albugo
43 Veeraragoo Ophthalmia 1.10.1827 Absent
Back Age-7
side
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These are the informations available in Opthamological Case sheets of
Raja Serfoji’s Dhanvantari Mahal Hospital, Thanjavur, Tamilnadu.

‘Agasthiar 2000’ — a book on Siddha medicines contains a chapter on
Nayana vidhi - the rules for eye treatment. This gives the names, description,
manufacturing techniques and uses of instruments for eye surgery. The Siddha
medical practitioners of those days had skillfully used such instruments and
successfully carried out eye surgeries. But the present day Siddha doctors have
not been properly trained by ophthalmology.

Most of the Siddha literatures mention only about Kalikkam, Anjanam
and Varthi for the treatment of eye diseases. The traditional methods must be
carefully changed to suit the modern methods of treatment. The traditional surgical
instruments can be suitably modified for the present day requirements. The
preparation and presentation of the required medicines and the techniques of
sterilization of instruments are to be standardised. An in-service training programme
on ophthalmology should be organized for the practising Siddha doctors.

Various kinds of eye diseases and their descriptions described in the
Siddha manuscripts like Siddha–r Aruvai Maruthuvam and Agathiar Nayana
Vidhi are similar and comparable to that in modern medicine. The description of
various symptoms of vitreous opacities, pterygium, ulcerative blepharitis, opthalmia
neonatorum, dacryo cystitis, presbiopia, episcleritis, trichiasis and trachoma found
in modern medicine are very much similar to that in the Siddha system also. It is
unbelievable that how in those days they have explained these symptoms, their
etiology, treatment both for internal and external applications.

There are no medicines to cure cataract in the modern system. Defective
vision is corrected only by prescribing spectacles. These ailments were treated
and cured by medicines in the ancient days. For this, we have to do certain
preliminary work like collecting and recording the information about the traditional
drugs for eye diseases, the correct diagnostic procedures and the required surgical
instruments.

Keeping in mind, the gravity of the situation of the application of Siddha
medical system in ophthalmological practices, universities must introduce courses
in ophthalmology in the faculties of Siddha Medicine. However, before proceeding
to such courses, it is felt that it is necessary to take stock of the present status.
All the available texts on this topic are to be carefully read, analysed and compared
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to assess their correctness and a publication with good diagrams and commentary
has to be brought out in such a way a text book does on ophthalmology. This
should be the first step for ophthalmology to regain its importance in the Siddha
medical system. An interest has to be created among the practicing doctors and
the public for the introduction of ophthalmology as a separate branch in the
Siddha system. Keeping the views of different practicing Siddha doctors,
educationists and the public, a curriculum has to be planned in Siddha medicine
which will help to take up the right direction in the preparation of curriculum, the
priorities of different diseases to which the curriculum has to give importance may
also be obtained.
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