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Terra firma-forme dermatosis: an
underdiagnosed condition�,��

Dear  Editor,

A  12-year-old  girl,  who  had  no co-morbidities,  sought  derma-
tological  care  due  to the emergence  of  brownish  spots  that
looked  like  ‘‘dirt’’,  which were  spread  through  the  body  and
had  progressively  evolved  in the previous  two  years.  This
condition  caused  great  social  impact  to the patient,  given
that  she  suffered  from  discrimination  at  school.  She  had  used
ketoconazole  cream  as  prescribed  by  a  physician  of  the  Basic
Health  Unit;  however,  there  was  no  clinical  response.  The
patient  noticed  that  the lesions  became  discreetly  clearer
after  intense  rubbing  with  gauze,  but  without  improvement
after  washing  with  soap and  water.

The  dermatological  examination  indicated  that  the
patient  had  hyperkeratotic  brownish  plaques  with  a dotted
pattern,  affecting  the  neck,  back,  abdomen,  and,  in a  less
evident  manner,  the  lower  limbs  (Figs.  1 and  2). After  sus-
pecting  the  presence  of  terra  firma-forme,  the lesions  were

� How to cite this article: Badaró BA, Diniz LM, Nogueira PSE.
Terra firma-forme dermatosis: an  underdiagnosed condition. An Bras
Dermatol. 2020;95:397---8.

�� Study conducted at the Hospital Universitário Cassiano Antônio
Moraes, Vitória, ES, Brazil.

rubbed  with  gauze  embedded  in 70%  alcohol  and  the  plaques
were  removed  (Fig.  3).

‘‘Terra  firma-forme’’  is  a  Latin  expression,  which  means
‘‘solid  earth’’,  also  known  as  Duncan’s  dirty  dermatosis.  It  is
a  benign  and  idiopathic  skin  disorder  that  was  described  in
1987.1---3 Its  prevalence  and incidence  are unknown,  because
it  is  an  underdiagnosed  disorder.1 The  cases  described  in  the
literature  have  indicated  greater  involvement  during  child-
hood  and  adolescence.2,3

Figure  1 Hyperkeratotic  brownish  plaques  with  a dotted  pat-

tern  affecting  the  abdomen.
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Figure  2  Hyperkeratotic  brownish  plaques  with  a  dotted  pat-

tern affecting  the  back.

Figure  3  Area  without  lesions  after  rubbing  the  skin  with

gauze  embedded  in  70%  alcohol.

The pathogenesis  is  uncertain;  however,  it is  attributed
to  disturbance  in the  maturation  of  keratinocytes,  leading
to  the  compaction  of  these  cells,  associated  with  melanin,
sebum,  and  microorganisms  in the epidermis.1---3 this  fact
explains  the  hyperkeratosis  and  hyperpigmentation  clini-
cally  observed.

This  dermatosis  is  characterized  by slightly  elevated,
brownish  or  blackened,  hyperkeratotic,  and asymptomatic
plaques  and  papules.  The  lesions  are typically  located  in the
neck,  face,  and  trunk,  bilaterally  or  unilaterally.  It  affects
patients  with adequate  hygiene  habits,  and the lesions  are
not  removed  by washing  with  soap and water.1,2

When  the presence  of  the  condition  is  suspected,  der-
matoscopy  helps  by  detecting  brownish  polygonal  plates
arranged  in a mosaic  pattern.2,3 The  diagnosis  is  confirmed
by  removing  the affected  area by  firmly  and persistently  rub-
bing  the  skin  with  cotton  soaked  in  70%  isopropyl  alcohol.1---4

This  procedure  possibly  determines  protein  denaturation,
interfering  in  the  cell  metabolism  and  diluting  lipoprotein
membranes,5 thus  avoiding  blood  tests  and  skin  biopsies.4

Histological  evaluation  is  unnecessary;  however,  if per-
formed,  it can  indicate  acanthosis,  papillomatosis,  and
lamellar  hyperkeratosis.3

Differential  diagnoses  are  made  with  hyperpigmented
lesions,  including  confluent  and  reticulated  papillomatosis
of  Gougerot  and  Carteaud,  which  has some similar  char-
acteristics  and  is  considered  a superficial  variant  of  that
dermatosis.  It is  possible  to differentiate  them  by  removing
the lesions  with  alcohol  in terra  firma-forme  dermatosis,
in  addition  to  considering  other  clinical  findings,  such as
for  example,  acanthosis  nigricans,  which  is a skin  disorder
usually  associated  with  metabolic  disorders  and dermati-
tis  neglecta,  easily  washed  with  soap  and  water,4 among
others.1,2

The  treatment  consists  of  the  application  of 70%  isopropyl
alcohol;  however,  the lesions  may  recur.1---4 The  skin  should
be  washed  with  soap and water  after  using alcohol,  tak-
ing  into  account  the possible  symptoms  of  intoxication  as
drowsiness,  lethargy,  respiratory  depression,  mucosal  irrita-
tion,  and  others,  especially  in children.  Absorption  through
the  intact  skin  surface  is  low;  however,  it may  increase  after
prolonged  exposure.5 There  is  a report  of  the use  of  5%
salicylic  acid  once  a day with  a good  response  after  two
weeks.3

The  patients  and  families  should  be advised  to  clean  the
skin  at home,1 in addition to  the application  of  emollients
for  preventing  xerosis  caused  by  recurrent  use  of  alcohol.2

It is  important  to recognize  this dermatosis  in order  to
avoid  incompatible  diagnostic  and  therapeutic  procedures,
as  well  as  to  reassure  adolescents  and  family  members,  thus
reducing  social  impact  on  patients’  lives.
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Inflammatory segmental vitiligo
during oral  isotretinoin use: a casual
association?�,��

Dear  Editor,

Segmental  vitiligo  (SV)  accounts  for  3---20%  of  all  cases
of  vitiligo  and  is  usually  not  associated  with  autoimmune
diseases  when  compared  to  non-segmental  vitiligo  (NSV).1

Among  the  theories  proposed  for  the  path physiology  of  SV,
it  is  essential  to  emphasize  the presence  of  an autoimmune
attack  against  a  mosaic  area.1

In  the  literature,  there  are  few reports  on  the emer-
gence  of  vitiligo  as  a  side  effect  of medications,  especially
oral  isotretinoin.  The  objective  of  the present  report  is  to
demonstrate  a possible  new  side  effect  of  this medication
since  there  are  no  descriptions  of  its  association  with  SV in
the  literature.

A  17  year-old  male  patient,  previously  healthy  and  with-
out  a  family  history  of vitiligo,  was  diagnosed  with  resistant
acne,  previously  treated  with  topical  and systemic  antibi-
otic  therapy.  During  the fifth  month  of  treatment  with  oral
isotretinoin  (0.4 mg/kg/day,  cumulative  dose  of  5.400  mg),
there  were  a chromic  spots  surrounded  by  an  erythematous-
scaling  halo  in malar  and  perioral  areas,  not  exceeding  the
mid  line  on  the right  side  of  the face (Fig.  1). Wood’s  light
examination  revealed  fluorescent  chalky white  aspect,  as
well  as  polios  is  in beard  hair (Fig. 2)  favoring  the  SV diagno-
sis.  After  the  withdrawal  of  isotretinoin,  the patient  began
treatment  with  0.1%  tacrolimus  ointment  twice  daily  with
an  improvement  of  perilesional  erythema  after  two  months,
although  without  improvement  of  achromy.  Subsequently,  it
was  submitted  to 20  sessions  of  UVB-NB  phototherapy,  with
little  perifollicularre  pigmentation.

In the  literature  review,  only  three  cases  of  vitiligo  in  the
context  of  oral  isotretinoin  use  are  described.  One  report

� How to cite this article: Avelar-Caggiano MFS, Castro CCS, Del-
latorre G. Inflammatory segmental vitiligo during oral isotretinoin
use: a casual association? An Bras Dermatol. 2020;95:399---400.

�� Study conducted at the Hospital Santa Casa de Misericórdia de
Curitiba, Paraná, PR, Brazil.

describes  the case  of  a patient  who  developed  vitiligo  during
the  use  of oral  isotretinoin  at a dose  of 0.3---0.4 mg/kg/day
for  the treatment  of  moderate  to  severe  acne.2 In  another
report,  acrofacial  vitiligo  was  developed  only two  months
after  the  end  of  treatment  with  isotretinoin,  which  reduces
the  probability  of  a cause-and-effect  relationship.3 There  is
also  a  report  of worsening  of  NSV  lesions  in  the lower  lip  and
lower  perioral  region  after  chronic  cheilitis  due  to  the  use
of  oral  isotretinoin;  a condition  attributed  in this  case  to the
Koebner  phenomenon.4

The  mechanism  of  action  of  isotretinoin  in  this  pre-
sumed  association  is not  yet  fully  elucidated,  but  the
drug  appears  to  play  a  role  in triggering  autoimmunity
in genetically  susceptible  individuals.5 Several  reports  of
autoimmune  diseases  such  as  diabetes,  autoimmune  hep-
atitis,  Guillain---Barré  syndrome,  and  thyroiditis  have  been
reported  after  the  end  of the isotretinoin  regimen  or  during
the last  week  of  treatment.5 Besides,  in  vitro  studies  have
also  demonstrated  that  retinoid  may  have  a pro-apoptotic
effect  on  melanocytes.3

Although  the cause-effect  relationship  of  this association
has  not  yet  been  proven,  the increasing  appearance  of  new
cases  in the literature  is  a  warning  sign  for  dermatologists
to  keep  vigil  on this  possible  new  side  effect.

Figure  1  Achromic  spots  surrounded  by halo erythematosus

and polios  is  in beard  hairs  in the  malar  and  right  perioral

regions.
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