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What is it?
This disorder of keratinization has been
named from the Greek word ichthys due to the
‘fish’-scale appearance of the skin. Ichthyosis
looks like extremely dry skin. It may be
acquired or hereditary. Causes of acquired
ichthyosis are listed in Table 1.

Ichthyosis vulgaris
Ichthyosis vulgaris is autosomal dominant. The
incidence ratio is 1:250, and often occurs in
atopic patients. The onset is usually in early
childhood. Scaling appears on the extremities
with sparing of flexures, and abnormal kerato-
hyaline granules. 

What is X-linked ichthyosis?
This recessive disorder, X-linked ichthyosis, is
found in males (1:6,000), by six weeks of age.

It is clinically seen as a more severe variant of
ichthyosis vulgaris, with relative but not com-
plete sparing of the flexures. These “dirty”
brown scales are mainly found on extremities,
but trunk, folds, neck, and face are also
involved. The palms and soles may show some
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Table 1

Causes of acquired ichthyosis

Drug Induced
• Hypocholesterolemic agents: nicotinic acid,

triparanol, diazocholesterol
• Clofazamine
• Cimetidine
• Kava

Metabolic Disorders
• Thyroid
• Renal
• Malabsorption
• Deficiency zinc, essential fatty acid, protein

Malignancy

Immune Deficiency

Sarcoidosis

Radiotherapy
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hyperkeratosis. Corneal opacities are found
in some patients. Patients also have a defi-
ciency of steroid sulfatase, which, in preg-
nancy, leads to delayed labour.

Lamellar ichthyosis?
Lamellar ichthyosis is a rare inherited skin
condition of the newborn in which scaly
plate-like layers of skin are shed (desqua-
mated). Infants are usually born encased in a
collodion membrane which sheds within a
few weeks. Scaling is generalized and
marked with grayish-brown quadrilateral
scales, adherent at their centers and free at
the edges. In some cases, scales are so thick
they resemble an armoured plate. It is also
characterized as generalized hyperkeratosis
and erythroderma, ectropion. 

Nonbullous congenital 
ichthyosiform erythroderma
Nonbullous congenital ichthyosiform erythroderma is a rare, chronic, congeni-
tal ichthyosis inherited as an autosomal recessive trait. Fine scaling and ery-
throderma are present.

Bullous Ichthyosis
Bullous ichthyosis or epidermolytic hyperkeratosis is a rare disorder inherited
as an autosomal dominant (50% sporadic). It affects the congenital areas of
denuded skin, and appears as blisters early on. The clinical presentation is
thickened palms and soles, and ridging in flexures. 

What is the treatment?
For mild ichthyosis a bland emollient may be adequate for control. The addition
of urea 10%, lactic acid 5-12%, topical vitamin A, or tazarotene are useful as
long as there is no history of eczema. Severe cases may require oral retinoids,
such as isotretinoin, or preferably soriatane.

Figure 1. Dry, scaling skin.
Taken from Common Skin Disorders, Ernst Epstein 1988, Medical
Economics Company, New Jersey.
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