
Medical therapy: Mercury was the mainstay of treatment administered topically, orally, or by fumigation. Other
treatments included bloodletting, clysters, and sudorifics including plants.
Supportive therapy: patching/bandaging for severe photophobia,, at times spending weeks to months in darkened
rooms

Syphilis is an infectious disease first described in the 15  century caused by Treponema pallidum. It is primarily
sexually transmitted but may also occur congenitally via the placenta or during delivery.
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Uveitis is the most common ocular manifestation. Before antibiotics, syphilis was the leading cause of interstitial
keratitis and this was the predominant ocular presentation of congenital syphilis infection.

While anterior uveitis can have a nonspecific appearance, syphilitic chorioretinitis classically produces salt-and-
pepper fundus changes. Effective management requires systemic antibiotic therapy alongside supportive care.

Dr Samantha Kitson, MD, BVisSci(Optom)

Treatment of Ocular Syphilis 

Medical therapy: 
1910 - Arsphenamine discovered and instituted as first chemical treatment for syphilis 
1920s - Bismuth was increasingly used, often in conjunction with mercurial and arsenical regimens
1940s - IV penicillin emerged as the definitive treatment for syphilis. This led to a dramatic fall in cases of
syphilitic uveitis, retinitis, and optic neuritis.
Supportive therapy: Dark room treatment was formalised with recommendations to remain in dark rooms
sometimes with both eyes bandaged or covered

Penicillin G remains the gold standard +/- adjunctive corticosteroids to control severe ocular inflammation
(either topical or oral). 
Cycloplegic agents (e.g. atropine) to prevent posterior synechiae and relieve pain. Patching and dark room
treatment is not recommended.
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Medical therapy: Potassium iodide was introduced for treatment of early syphilis. However, mercury was still
preeminent during this time
Atropine became standard adjunct treatment in the late 1800s in the treatment of ocular syphilis 
Supportive therapy: Patching was often employed and dark room confinement was recommended for severe
photophobia. Affected children were often kept patched and in darkness for several weeks.. 
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