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OBJECTIVE: To evaluate the usefulness o f  the corneal  test f o r  the antemortem diagnosis o f  rabies in  man. 

BACKGROUND : In a high percentage o f  animals in fected wi th  rabies, the virus can b e  demonstrated i n  
super f i c ia l  corneal  epithelial cells by immunofluorescent methods ( 1 ,  2 ). In  experimental ly in fected mice, 
virus has been  demonstrated in  the cornea even be fo re  the onset o f  c l in ica l  signs o f  disease ( 1 I .  A 
number o f  human cases have been repor ted i n  which an antemortem diagnosis o f  rabies has been confirmed 
using the corneal  test, b u t  no systematic e f f o r t  has been made t o  determine the re l iab i l i t y  o f  this 
d iagnost ic  method i n  man. 

PROGRESS: To date, we have studied four  human cases o f  rabies. O n e  w a i  an Amerlcan soldier 
hospi ta l ized i n  Saigon, Vietnam, and the other three were Thai Nationals hospital ized a t  the infect ious 
Disease Hospi ta l  near Bangkok, Thailand. In each case a tentat ive c l in ica l  diagnosis of rabies had been 
made based upon  cl inical s y m p t o m a t ~ l o g ~  and history be fo re  sampling was in i t ia ted.  

At  the ear l iest  oppor tun i ty  a f te r  a suspected rabies pat ient  was admi t ted t o  the hospital, samples were 
taken  f o r  l a b o r a t o r y  examination. Corneal impression smears were made by f i rmly  pressing a clean 
f luo ro -s l ide  against the cornea, causing superf ic ial  corneal ep i the l ia l  cells t o  adhere t o  the glass. This 
caused l i t t l e  discomfort t o  the patient, and  usually requi red no anesthesia or sedation. In the labora to ry  
the corneal  impressions were stained wi th  fluorescent ant lbody i n  the same manner as is used fo r  bra in 
impressions, except that the time-consuming acetone f i x a t i o n  step i s  unnecessary aed was el iminated ( 3 ) .  

In a d d i t i o n  t o  corneal impressions, samples o f  serum and sal iva were obta ined ini t ial ly,  and a t  frequent 
in te rva ls  dur ing  the cl inical course o f  disease. Serum neutra l iz ing ant ibody t i ters were determined i n  
mice, and sa l iva was inoculated into mice in t rac ran ia l l y  f o r  attempted virus isolation. A f te r  death, the 
diagnosis o f  rabies was confirmed b y  app ly ing  the standard fluorescent ant ibody test and  mouse inoculat ion 
test  t o  the bra in.  The presence o f  virus i n  the saliva, sal ivary gland, and cornea a f t e r  death was also 
determined b y  mouse inoculation. 

The results o f  studies i n  fou r  patients a r e  summarized i n  Table 1 .  I n  three o f  the four  cases specif ic 
f luorescence was found i n  corneal impression smears b y  the fluorescent ant ibody technique. in  each 
instance the corneal  impressions were posit ive on the f i r s t  occasion i n  which samples were taken, and the 
cornea  remained posit ive throughout the cl inical course o f  disease. i n  one o f  the four  cases, the corneal 

impressions were  negative. This woman presented c l in ica l  signs and symptoms highly suggestive o f  rabies, 
inc lud ing d y s p h a g i ~ ,  hydrophobia and paralysis. Permission f o r  autopsy was no t  granted and  post mortem 
examinat ion o f  the bra in could not b e  ~ e r f o r m e d .  Virus was not  found i n  a sample o f  saliva taken be fo re  
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