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PHOTO CLINIC
Brief Photo-Based Cases

A50-year-old woman presents in an
emergency appointment with severe

itching for the last three days on her chest,
which did not respond to OTC antihista-
mines. She has just returned from the
Caribbean where she spent long periods of
time in the sun. Her temperature is 38.7˚C
and she is shivering and feeling fatigued.

She is on no regular medications and
did not take any new medications apart
from the oral antihistamines.

I see her regularly for her atopic
eczema.

What is your diagnosis?

This woman suffers from erythroderma
(generalized exfoliative dermatitis). Other
possible causes of erythroderma are:
1. Eczema (atopic, contact allergies,

seborrheic) (40%)
2. Psoriasis (30%)
3. Drug eruptions (i.e., allopurinol,

sulfonamides, anticonvulsants,
penicillins) (15%)

4. Cutaneous lymphomas (10%)
5. Others (Pityriasis rubra pillaris,

ichthyosiform erythrodermas,
severe dermatophytosis or infestations,
etc.) (5%)

The systemic effects of erythrodema are:
• Malaise, fever, shivering
• Insensible heat loss from the skin,

impaired sweating
• Hypovolemic, hypoproteinemia
• High-output cardiac failure

• Leukocytosis
• Anemia, folate deficiency
• Hyperuricemia

Thermoregulation is impaired due to
central effects of interleukins and other
cytokines; the huge cutaneous blood flow
causing heat loss and impaired sweating.

Shedding of scale and the malabsorption
that occurs in erythrodermic states leads to
loss of protein and hematinics, especially
folate of which body stores are low; ankle
edema may be due to hypoproteinemia or
high-output cardiac failure. The high epider-
mal turnover causes hyperuricemia.

“My chest is on fire!”
Hayder Kubba, MD, FRCS

Figure 1. Erythroderma visible on the chest.

Dr. Kubba is a Family Practicioner in
Mississauga, Ontario.


