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Abstract:

Purpose:

To present a case of corneal toxicity following exposure to milky plant latex from Asclepias tuberosa.

Methods:

A 70-year-old female presented with blurred vision and pain in her left eye after handling an Ascepias tuberosa. Clinical examination
revealed  a  corneal  stromal  oedema  with  small  epithelial  defects.  The  corneal  endothelium  was  intact  and  folds  in  Descemets
membrane were observed. The oedema was treated with chloramphenicol, dexamethasone and scopolamine.

Results:

The corneal oedema had appeared after corneal exposure to the plant, Asclepias tuberosa, whose latex contains cardenolides that
inhibit the Na+/ K+-ATPase in the corneal endothelium. The oedema resolved after 96 hours. After nine months the best corrected
visual acuity was 20/20.

Conclusion:

Corneal toxicity has previously been reported for plants of the Asclepias family. This is a rare case describing severe corneal toxicity
caused by exposure to latex from Asclepias tuberosa. Handling of plants of the Asclepias family should be kept as a differential
diagnosis in cases of acute corneal toxicity.
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Asclepias tuberosa (Fig. 1), also known as butterfly weed or orange milkweed, is a common garden plant native to
North America.  In  traditional  medicine Asclepias  species  have been used as  treatment  for  bronchitis,  tumours,  and
inflammation [1]. The milky latex of the plant is known to contain a mix of cardenolides, pregnane glycosides, and
other cardiac glycosides [2]. The latex of A. tuberosa seems to be different from other members of the Asclepias family
due to the fact that even though cardenolides are normally considered present in Asclepias species, these cardenolides
have not been found in A. tuberosa. Instead some unique pregnane glycosides are found in A. tuberosa [2]. The toxic
effect of the milky latex of A. fructicosa and A. curassavica on corneal endothelium has previously been described in
two case reports [3, 4]. It is presumed that cardiac glycosides are able to penetrate the corneal epithelium leaving it
intact and only being toxic to the endothelium [3, 4]. The slightly different composition of the Asclepias tuberosa latex
seems to be toxic to corneal endothelium along with corneal epithelium.
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