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Letter to the editor

The dangers of delaying treatment in oral cancer: A seventeenth-century perspective

Dear Editor,
In the seventeenth century, the only cancers that were recognised

were those which could be seen [1]. Oral cancer was one of them. A
rare and poignant account of this disease can be found in the published
surgical treatises of the eminent royal military surgeon Richard Wi-
seman (bap.1620–1676) [2]. Although written over three hundred
years ago, its central message is one which holds true today: oral cancer
must be diagnosed early if it is to be treated successfully [3].

Wiseman’s patient was a sixty-year-old man, who had been ‘long
diseased with a Cancer on the left side of his Tongue’. The cancer
‘corrupted’ half this organ, ‘from the Root to the Tip’, and also affected
the ranula and ‘salivals’. Being ‘at a loss what to doe’, the man travelled
to London, where he consulted several well-known surgeons and phy-
sicians, including Wiseman. In view of the advanced state of the cancer,
the practitioners initially advised a palliative, rather than a curative,
course of treatment. The patient, however, ‘persisted earnestly’ in his
wish for a complete cure, so that eventually Wiseman agreed to ‘cut off

that part of the Tongue, and to cauterize the sordid Ulcer that lay on
that side of his Mouth’. This was an unusual course of action in the
seventeenth century, especially in ‘old’ cancer cases, where the chance
of survival was deemed slim. A far more common treatment was the so-
called ‘meat cure’, which involved applying slices of freshly killed
poultry to the affected body parts, in the hope that the cancer – which
was conceived as a sort of ravenous animal – would be tempted to
devour the meat rather than the patient’s flesh [4].
Wiseman recounted the stages of the operation in detail. With the

use of a ‘raspatory’ (file), he ‘pulled away the corrupt Flesh’ between the
‘Root of the Tongue and the edge of the Tonsil’, and then cauterised this
part ‘to a crust’. Having, as he hoped, ‘consumed the Cancer’, he in-
serted a probe with a ligature into the ulcer under the tongue, and
brought it out above’. Pulling the tongue forward, ‘I cut off the can-
cerated part’, recorded the surgeon, and cauterized the area. While
what remained of the tongue began to heal, a ‘hard Swelling arose’ in
the man’s right thigh, which became ‘so painfull, that he was forced to
keep to his Bed’. At the same time, ‘apostumations’ (abscesses) devel-
oped in the ‘salival Glands’ and ‘under the Jaws’, of which ‘together he
languished and died’. In an era before anaesthetics, the agony experi-
enced by this patient during and after his operation can only be ima-
gined [5].
Wiseman was aware this procedure might seem ‘extream cruel’ or

hazardous, but insisted that given ‘the misery those poor creatures
suffer with Cancers in their Mouths’, it is ‘not to be wondered [at] if
they try a doubtfull Remedy, though painfull’. He described with great
compassion what this misery entailed. The patient feels the cancer
‘eating and gnawing the Flesh, Nerves and Bones’, a pain which in this
era was commonly likened to the sensation of being bitten by a wolf or
crab [6]. These patients also ‘suffer hunger and thirst’, owing to the
difficulty of swallowing, and if they are able to eat and drink, ‘yet it is
with an unsavoury taste, by reason of its passing through such sore
corrupt Parts’. Getting to sleep was almost impossible, as indeed it was
for many seriously ill people in the seventeenth century [7,8]. In Wi-
seman’s words, ‘Sleep is a stranger to their eyes, their Slumber very
troublesome, and Death is their onely desire’.
Thankfully, modern advances in surgery and medicine have trans-

formed the experience and treatment of oral cancer, but Wiseman’s
concluding remarks still resonate powerfully today. He hoped that the
case would ‘teach others how dangerous it is to neglect’ oral cancer
‘while the Disease is recent, and easie to be eradicated’. One of the
anticipated repercussions of COVID-19 is a delay in the diagnosis and
treatment of oral cancer [9]. Wiseman’s lesson is thus especially re-
levant now.

Declaration of Competing Interest

The authors declare that they have no known competing financial

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.oraloncology.2020.104911
Received 7 July 2020; Accepted 10 July 2020

Oral Oncology 111 (2020) 104911

Available online 23 July 2020
1368-8375/ © 2020 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

T

http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/13688375
https://www.elsevier.com/locate/oraloncology
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.oraloncology.2020.104911
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.oraloncology.2020.104911
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.oraloncology.2020.104911
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1016/j.oraloncology.2020.104911&domain=pdf


interests or personal relationships that could have appeared to influ-
ence the work reported in this paper.

Role of funding source/acknowledgement

Thanks are owed to the Wellcome Trust for generously funding the
research upon which this editorial is based: Reference: 200326/Z/15/Z.

References

[1] Skuse A. Constructions of cancer in early modern England: ravenous natures.
Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan; 2015. 26–7.

[2] Wiseman R. Severall chirurgicall treatises. London: printed by E. Flesher and J.
Macock; 1676. p. 116–17.

[3] Stefanuto P, Doucet JC, Robertson C. Delays in treatment of oral cancer: a review of
the current literature. Oral Surg Oral Med Oral Pathol Oral Radiol Endod
2014;117:424–9.

[4] Skuse A. Constructions of cancer in early modern England: ravenous natures.
Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan; 2015. p. 63–4.

[5] Silverman L. Tortured subjects: pain, truth, and the body in early modern France.
Chicago: University of Chicago Press; 2001. p. 133–51.

[6] Skuse A. Wombs, worms and wolves: constructing cancer in early modern England.
Soc Hist Med 2014;27:648.

[7] Newton H. Misery to mirth: recovery from illness in early modern England. Oxford:
University of Oxford Press; 2018. 103–4.

[8] Newton H. Inside the sickchamber: the experience of illness through six objects. Engl
Hist Rev; 2021; in press.

[9] Al-Maweri SA, Halboub E, Warnakulasuriya S. Impact of COVID-19 on the early
detection of oral cancer: a special emphasis on high risk populations. Oral Oncol
2020;106:104760.

Hannah Newton⁎, Amie Bolissian
University of Reading, Department of History Edith, Morley Whiteknights,

Reading, Berkshire RG6 6AA, UK
E-mail addresses: h.c.newton@reading.ac.uk (H. Newton),

a.t.b.bolissianmcrae@pgr.reading.ac (A. Bolissian).

Dáire Shanahan
University of Bristol Dental Hospital, Lower Maudlin Street, Bristol,

Somerset BS1 2LY, UK
E-mail address: Ds17344@bristol.ac.uk.

⁎ Corresponding author.

Letter to the editor Oral Oncology 111 (2020) 104911

2

http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1368-8375(20)30347-X/h0005
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1368-8375(20)30347-X/h0005
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1368-8375(20)30347-X/h0015
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1368-8375(20)30347-X/h0015
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1368-8375(20)30347-X/h0015
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1368-8375(20)30347-X/h0020
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1368-8375(20)30347-X/h0020
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1368-8375(20)30347-X/h0025
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1368-8375(20)30347-X/h0025
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1368-8375(20)30347-X/h0030
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1368-8375(20)30347-X/h0030
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1368-8375(20)30347-X/h0035
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1368-8375(20)30347-X/h0035
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1368-8375(20)30347-X/h0045
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1368-8375(20)30347-X/h0045
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1368-8375(20)30347-X/h0045
mailto:h.c.newton@reading.ac.uk
mailto:a.t.b.bolissianmcrae@pgr.reading.ac
mailto:Ds17344@bristol.ac.uk

