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The term “opsoclonus” is derived from Ancient Greek words 
ὄψ  (óps,  eye)  and  κλόνος  (klónos, a violent or confusing movement) 
denoting uncontrolled eye movement, while “myoclonus” refers to 
involuntary and irregular twitching of a muscle or group of muscles.1 We 
believe that the Polish neurologist Kazimierz Orzechowski (1878‒1942) 
and  the  pediatrician  Stanisław  Goździewski  (1886‒1940)  initially 
presented the term “opsoclonus” in their description of a patient 
with  disorganized  conjugate  eye  movements,  at  a  scientific  meeting 
organized in December of 1924 in the town of Lwów (currently Lviv in 
western Ukraine), publishing this short report in the chronicle section 
of the journal Lwowski Tygodnik Lekarski  (Lviv Medical Weekly).2 The 
word opsoclonus appeared in the writings of Włodzimierz Mikułowski 
in April 19253  and Witold Tyczka  in November 19254. It is of interest 
that Tyczka was a clinical assistant at the University of Warsaw in the 
clinic of neurologic disease under the aegis of Orzechowski, chief of 
the Department of Neuroscience3  while  Mikułowski  worked  under 
Władysław Szenajch, Associate and Chief Physician at Charles and Marie 
Children’s Hospital in Warsaw.4

Orzechowski used the term opsoclonus as he felt that it better 
describe and was more closely akin to the phenomenon of myoclonic 
ataxia.5  In  his  1927  paper  titled  “De  l’ataxie  dysmétrique  des  yeux: 
remarques  sur  l’ataxie  des  yeux  dite  myoclonique  (opsoclonie, 
opsochorie)”5 published in the Journal für Psychologie und Neurologie, 
he discussed and differentiated the ocular hyperkinetic disorders ocular 
dysmetria (opsochorie) and myoclonic ataxia (opsoclonus):

There are known cases of ocular hyperkinesis, giving the impression 
of great agitation of the eyeballs, chaotic, variable and almost impossible 
to analyze. This ocular agitation depends, according to my observations, 
almost always either on a dysmetry ataxia, which I will deal with here, 
or on an opsoclonus, the name I gave to myoclonic ataxia, or finally on a 
combination of these two orders of phenomena.(5, p.1) 

His  1913  paper  titled  “Przypadek  operowanej  tor  ieli  śrópajeczej 
móźdźka”  (The  case of  the operated  cerebellar  endocardial  cyst)6 has 
been  erroneously  and  frequently  cited  and  misrepresented  in  the 
literature  as  being  the  source  of  the  first  naming  and  description  of 
opsoclonus. Orzechowski, in fact, identified in this paper dysmetria and 
other signs of cerebellar dysfunction, not ocular dysmetria or ocular 
ataxia in a 21-year-old female. In his 1927 paper he wrote:

It is easy to differentiate the dysmetric incoordination of the eyeballs 
from opsoclonus (myoclonic ataxia) described by me in 1913 in a work 
published in Polish and which only Polish authors have dealt with so far 
(recently Tyczka and Mikułowski).(5, p. 15) 
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Orzechowski eloquently describes  in detail  the ocular 
and extraocular  findings seen  in patients with myoclonic 
ataxia in 1927:

The diagnosis  can  be  difficult  when  the  disorders  in 
question appear with very great  intensity, going as  far as 
“fury of chaotic movements” (opsochorie); it is only during 
the regression of the phenomenon, that it is then possible 
to realize the exact nature of the eye disorders. I think it is 
useful to remind readers beforehand of what constitutes 
opsoclonus when  it  acquires  a  certain  intensity,  the  eyes 
are in a state of continuous agitation, they are shaken and 
displaced by very rapid and uneven movements, which 
generally occurs in the horizontal plane. Often these 
movements occur in a series, each ending in a sudden 
elevation, followed by a fall of the eyes, and then a short 
pause. In the period of remission, when the phenomenon 
is less marked, the findings appear mainly at the moment 
when the eyes change their position, whether this change is 
intentional or reflexive. The findings are especially intense 
at the beginning of the movement, and throughout its 
course,  the  intensity of  the tremors decreases and finally 
stops when the globes reach the point of fixation. Between 
the horizontal tremors which always predominate, sudden 
jolts appear occurring in other directions. Throughout 
the entire clinical picture we always find a few cerebellar 
symptoms of  low  intensity  (hypotonia of  the extremities, 
spontaneous deviation  of  the  index during Barany’s  test, 
tendency  to  fall,  ataxia);  but what  dominates  the  clinical 
picture here are polyclonies [multiple uninterrupted 
myoclonic muscle jerks], myokymia and trembling of the 
fingers, chin,  lips, blinking,  frowning of the forehead, and 
even difficulty standing and walking as a result of tremor of 
the muscles of the trunk and lower extremity.(5, p. 15) 

It  was  not  until  1962  that  Marcel  Kinsbourne 
(1931‒)  described  in  six  male  and  female  infants  with 
encephalopathy, myoclonus and “dancing eyes” or 
opsoclonia characterized by rapid, involuntary, irregular, 
rotational and disorganized conjugate movements of the 
eyes.7 He called this syndrome myoclonic encephalopathy7 
and in recognition of Kinsbourne’s description, the disease 
was eponymously named in his honor. 

A variety of terms has been used, in addition to 
Kinsbourne syndrome, throughout the years to describe 
this phenomenon including dancing eye and feet 
syndrome8, infantile polymyoclonia9, encephalopathia 
myoclonica infantiles10, opsoclonic encephalopathy11, 
polymyoclonia-opsoclonus12,  and  ataxia-opsoclonus-
myoclonus13, the latter a more descriptive term capturing 
the entire clinical features of the disease. The words 
opsoclonus-myoclonus  syndrome,  the  currently  accepted 
terminology,  first  appeared  in  the  literature  in 1971  in  a 

paper reported by Tamura and Kuroiwa, titled “Opsoclonus-
myoclonus syndrome in acute cerebellar ataxia-clinical and 
electrophysiological observation of an adult case”.14

Despite the evolving terminology and eponym attributed 
to Kinsbourne, it was the comprehensive and detailed 
clinical observations and description of the disease made 
by Orzechowski in 1927 that still resonate today. 
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