OPHTHALMOLOGICAL DISORDERS OF RABBITS

Meibomian cyst or the development of a white
nodule on the rabbit eyelid

Esther van Praag, Ph.D.
Caution: this file contains pictures that may be distressing for some persons.

The meibomian glands, located in the tarsal plate of the eyelid, are
sebaceous (oil-secreting) glands whose secretions help lubricate the eyelids.
Sometimes the glands become impacted or blocked. A meibomian cyst, also
called chalazion will develop. It is a slowly growing, painless firm nodule,
usually located on the upper or lower eyelid. The accumulation of secretions
within the glands is caused either by an impaction of the gland opening, a
thickening of the oil or the presence of a tumour next to the glands that
hinder proper drainage by compressing the opening. The distended gland
may rupture and the freed material will irritate the surrounding tissue,
which becomes granulomatous. The accumulation of secretion on the edge
of the lids can lead to the development of bacteria normally found on the
skin, or of pathogen bacteria like Staphylococcus sp. or Streptococcus sp. If
the nodule is infected, it becomes painful and swollen.

Diagnosis

Although the clinical signs are evident, the meibomian cyst must be
differentiated from conjunctivitis, from a hordeolum (sty, a localized
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Left: Swelling, or meibomian cyst, as seen on the outside of the eyelid of a rabbit.
Right: Meibomian cyst, as seen when the eyelid is lifted and the inside is seen.
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infection or inflammation of the eyelid margin involving hair follicles of the
eyelashes). Blepharitis, meibomianitis, or meibomian cell carcinoma are
further problems that should not be overlooked.

Treatment

Sometimes, a meibomian cyst will disappear by itself, without need of
treatment. The swelling can be brought down by the application of warm
compresses on the eye, 4 to 5 times a day. If a bacterial infection is present,
administration of antibiotics is necessary.

Usually, the cyst is lanced with a needle or a small incision, and the oozing
gelatinous pus is removed. Curettage of the cavity follows. This step is
repeated till the cavity is devoid of remaining material. The lose material is
removed by flushing the cavity with a saline solution. If bleeding appears,
the application of pressure on the wound with a sterile gauze pad during a
few minutes will stop it. The process of coagulation takes a few minutes. An
antibiotic ointment is given immediately after the procedure.
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Upper Left: Lancing of the cyst (chalazion) with a needle,
Upper right: Removal of the thick gelatinous pus,
Lower left: Vigorous curettage will eliminate any remaining material,
Lower right: Administration of an antibiotic ointment in the eye, after the surgical
procedure.
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Due to injection of anesthetic agents in the eyelid, the use of clamping tools
and forceps, the eyelid usually looks bruised and swollen after the
procedure. This is normal and should disappear over the next days.

If the cyst is large, persistent or infected, surgical excision of the
inflammatory granuloma is advisable. If the removed cyst presents tumor-
like characteristics, it should be sent for analysis to a pathological
laboratory.

Post-surgical care includes the use of an antibiotic ointment during a few
days and the gentle application of cold compresses, in order to reduce the
swelling.

Usually, no pain medication is necessary. When the rabbit shows signs of
pain or discomfort, meloxicam or ibuprofen can be given.
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