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ORAL FIBROMA IN A CAPTIVE PYTHON
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Abstract: A massive growth in the lower jaw of an Indian python (Python molurus)
was diagnosed from biopsy samples as a fibroma. Moderately satisfactory treatment

was achieved by surgical excision.

INTRODUCTION

Although snakes in captivity may live
for several years, there are few reports
of neoplasms. Wadsworth* described an
ovarian adenocarcinoma and a cystade-
noma of the stomach, respectively, in
two pythons. Cowan' reported eleven tu-
mors in captive reptiles, seven of which
were snakes. These were classified as bile
duct adenoma, adenocarcinoma of the
colon, abdominal sarcoma, leiomyosar-
coma and lymphosarcoma. Fuinie® repor-
ted a case of lymphoid leucosis in an
Indian python. Exuberant granulation tis-
sues which might be confused with neo-
plasms have been reported more fre-
quently.?

This paper records the clinical fea-
tures, surgical excision and histopatho-
logy of a growth in the mouth of a cap-
tive python in the University Zoo, De-
partment of Zoology, University of Iba-
dan.

CASE HISTORY

The subject was a 10-year-old Indian
Python (Python molorus), 4.0 m long
and weighing about 60 kg. It was impor-
ted into Nigeria in 1965 at 3 years of
age, and was kept during the next 5
years and before transter to a suitably
modified car garage, in a wooden box
1.5 x 1.0 x 1.0 m fitted with glass panels

on one side. It was fed weekly on rats or
whole chickens, and later at twice weekly
intervals on whole, young dwarf goats
weighing about 4-6 kg. It was observed
that on these occasions when the python
was hungry, and for some reason there
was a delay in obtaining food of perhaps
a day or so, the snake moved slowly
around the cage, rubbing its mouth at
regular intervals on the glass panels.

In May, 1971, a small swelling was
observed in the anterior part of the
lower jaw, around the frenulum of the
tongue sheath. Chronic stomatitis was
diagnosed and the snake was treated
intramuscularly with procaine penicillin
at 10,000 I.U/kg body weight for 4 days,
followed by chloramphenicol at 50 mg/
kg every other day for 2 weeks. Chlor-
amphenicol with hyaluronidase solution
was then given for a further 3 weeks. The
latter was added to facilitate the absorp-
tion of the intramuscularly injected anti-
biotic into the body circulation, as it
has been experienced that snakes build
fibrotic tissue walls around injected so-
lutions, which prevents absorption. As
no marked improvement was apparent,
the last treatment was repeated in com-
bination with ascorbic acid at 1 mg/kg
for another period of 2 weeks. Ascorbic
acid, in therapeutic dose, has been found
to be very effective in the treatment of
oral lesions in snakes.

* University of Davis, California, while visiting Nigeria.
**Veterinary Division and The Ministry of Agriculture and Natural Resources, Western State,

Nigeria.
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By December, 1971, the growth had
become massive, completely covering the
lower arcades of the teeth and causing
the lower lip to protrude about 5 cm
anterior and 2 cm lateral to the facial
outline. The surface of the growth was
covered by oral mucosa. There was no
ulceration or suppuration, although gray-
ish necrotic areas were visible adjacent
to the teeth. It was decided to take a
biopsy sample. The python was placed
in a deepfreezer at —20C for 45 min,
followed by light inhalation anaesthesia
with ether. Biopsy specimens were taken
aseptically for histopathological and mi-
crobiological examination. The previous
treatment with antibiotics and ascorbic
acid was continued for a further 3 weeks.

On 30th December, 1971, there was
infection and necrosis of the tissue
around the biopsy site. The mass con-
tinued to grow and by April, 1972, it
partially occluded the pharynx. Because
of the separation of the lower jaw bones
and teeth and the protrusion of the lower
lip, the animal had difficulty in grasping
food. However, once the food item had
reached the throat region, swallowing
continued normally. At no time did the
appetite become diminished, although
the feeding frequency was deliberately
reduced about 10 weeks before surgery.
The general appearance of the snake
always appeared excellent.

Lateral and dorsoventral radiographs
of the head showed that the growth did
not affect any bony structure. Conse-
quently, the snake was prepared for sur-
gery and the growth was removed on Ist
May, 1972.

Surgical Procedure:

General anaesthesia was induced in 45
min by confining the python in a closed
box with ether soaked pads.: The snake
was intubated with a No. 7.5 gauge en-
dotracheal tube to facilitate respiration.
The posterior part of the mouth was
packed with cotton gauze. The surgical
site was prepared for aseptic surgery. A
horseshoe shaped incision following the
outline of the lower jaw was made in
the oral mucous membrane covering the
growth, This membrane was reflected

backwards and the growth bluntly dis-
sected from the surrounding connective
tissues. Particular care was taken to
avoid damage to the tongue and its
sheath. The growth was found to be
fixed in position outwardly and poster-
iorly by two fibrous bands. These were
doubly ligated and severed. Haemor-
rhage was minimal and controlled by
compression.

The tissues around the biopsy wound
were debrided and closed with 5 x “0”
catgut. The large pocket between the oral
mucosa and the floor of the jaw, created
by the removal of the mass, was closed
by suturing the submucosa to the subcu-
taneous tissues with through-and-through
patterns of catgut inserted at random.
The edge of the flap of oral mucosa was
trimmed and affixed to the edge of the
mucosa of the lip with interrupted catgut
sutures. Recovery from anaesthesia was
uneventful.

Postoperative care included daily in-
tramuscular injections of 200-300 mg
ascorbic acid on alternate days for 5
weeks. The mouth was alternatively
flushed with hydrogen peroxide and
dusted with nystatinchlortetracycline
powder for 3 weeks to prevent infection.

Six weeks after the operation the
snake was fed a chicken. Four months
later it could take a small whole goat.
The incision wounds healed completeiy
without complications. The snake con-
tinued in apparent good health, but in
September, 1973, there were signs of
recurrence of the tumor. By May, 1974,
2 years from the first operation, it was
decided to operate again, although at
this time the animal was still in good
condition. The only modification of the
previous operative procedure was the use
of the closed method of anaesthesia with
Boyle’s Mark II anaesthetic equipment,
ether and oxygen. Recovery has been
uneventful to date (12.6.74).

LABORATORY EXAMINATION

Microbiology:

No pathogen was isolated from the
original biopsy and the excised growth
after routine culture for 72 h in blood
agar and Saboraud’s media.
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Histopathology:

The growth consisted of interlacing
bundles of elongated cells with spindle-
shaped vesicular nuclei and prominent
single nucleoli. A few binucleated syn-
cytial cells were present (Fig. 1). The
cells were widely separated by abundant
eosinophilic fibrillar ground substance
which stained positive for collagen with

Masson’s trichrome stain (Fig. 2). In
some areas the surface of the mass was
ulcerated and the blood vessels beneath
the ulcers contained fibrin thrombi. The
mass was for the most part poorly vas-
cularized and mitoses were not common.
On the basis of its biological and histo-
logical features, the growth was diag-
nosed as an ulcerated fibroma.

FIGURE 1. Python fibroma; binucleated syncytial cells (Arrow) H & E, x 750

FIGURE 2. Masson’s trichrome positive collagen ground substance. Masson’s trichrome

stain. X360
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DISCUSSION

The surgical technique was simple and
effective. In 14 months after the opera-
tion there was no apparent recurrence of
the growth. However, smaller size goats
were fed to the snake, as there seemed
to be reduction in the elasticity of the
tissues of the mouth. As stated earlier,
however, regrowth was later observed
and the operation was repeated 24
months after the first operation. Because
of the reported frequency of exuberant
granulation in cold blooded animals the
growth in this python was initially at-
tributed to chronic proliferative inflam-
mation. Treatments with antibiotics and
with other chemotherapeutic agents and
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