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297Letter to the Editor

Dear Editor,

Cataract surgery is the most commonly performed elective
surgery in many countries. As a result of advances in
surgical and anaesthetic techniques, most cataract surgeries
are currently performed under local anaesthesia. Regional
techniques such as retrobulbar and peribulbar anaesthesia
often only partially block the optic nerve function while
topical anaesthesia is not known to have any effect on the
optic nerve. Only about 16% to 25% of patients have no
light perception after receiving a retrobulbar or peribulbar
anaesthetic block.1-4 For a very long time, whether patients
undergoing cataract surgery with local anaesthesia could
see with their operated eye intraoperatively did not receive
much attention. This phenomenon is still not discussed in
any major ophthalmology or anaesthesia textbook.

In the last decade, a number of clinical studies have
documented the visual experiences of patients during
cataract surgery under local anaesthesia.3-13 Recently, I
operated on a Singapore artist cum art-dealer who, on the
same day following the uneventful surgery, produced a
painting entitled “galaxy in my eye” based on her visual
experience during phacoemulsification under topical
anaesthesia (Fig. 1). In a separate report, I have previously
published drawings by 12 different non-artist patients on
their visual experiences during cataract surgery under
either topical or retrobulbar anaesthesia.14 A handful of
other artists have also documented their intraoperative
visual experiences.12,15-18 It is obvious from these drawings
by artists and non-artist patients that their visual experiences
are varied, and the patients’ impression and interpretation
are subjective.

Although the artist in this report was not sedated during
the surgery, she felt relaxed and calm on the operating table
and reported enjoying looking at a “galaxy of colours” in
her operated eye. We now know that many patients do find
their visual experience pleasant and satisfying19 although
more importantly, up to 16.2% of them may find them
frightening.20-22 Since vivid images may be perceived by
patients operated using local anaesthesia, and patients
react differently to these images, it is important for surgeons
and their colleagues in the surgical team to counsel their
patients preoperatively on what they might expect to see
intraoperatively to avoid surprising and frightening them.23

Although appropriate verbal preoperative counselling is
convenient and effective, this may be complemented by
showing a variety of pictures such as those published in the
literature to illustrate the range of possible images that may

be experienced.14 Sumich and colleagues18,24 had previously
suggested using drawings from a single artist for this
purpose. However, it is possible that patients shown only
one artist’s impression may misinterpret that as the “normal”
phenomenon and may become unduly anxious when their
personal experience differs from that of the artist.14,25
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“Galaxy in My Eye”: An Artist’s View of Cataract Surgery from Behind the
Crystalline Lens

Fig. 1. “Galaxy in my eye”: a Singapore artist’s rendition of her visual images during
phacoemulsification and intraocular lens implantation under topical anaesthesia.

Reproduced with permission from Marjorie Chu.
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