LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

Allergic contact dermatitis to a
temporary black harquus tattoo

Editor

The trend towards ornamenting the human body by
piercings and tattoos, which is observed all over the world,
is becoming more and more popular, and thereafter,
adverse reactions to these are also on the increase.
Temporary body tattoos are a common practice during
summer holiday periods."? There are several reported
cases of allergic contact eczema due to colouring chemical
agents such us p-phenylendiamine or p-toluenediamine
added to henna in order to darken its natural reddish colour.'~*
However, not all black-coloured temporary tattoos are
made of henna mixed with p-phenylendiamine derivates.
There are other kinds of temporary tattoos, such as kohl
and harquus. We here report three patients who presented
an allergic contact dermatitis to the latter.

A 29-year-old unemployed woman had a temporary
skin tattoo applied at the end of her holiday in Tunisia on
the dorsal aspect of her both hands. Although applied to
the surface of the skin, the design was not removable by
washing or scraping. Ten days after the initial application,
erythema, oedema and vesicles developed at the site of
the tattoo. There was persistent hypopigmentation at
the tattoo site several months after the application of
medium-strength topical corticosteroids. Unfortunately,
we were unable to perform a patch test with natural har-
quus because the patient rejected it. Patch test results are
summarized in Table 1. She explained to us that her tattoo
had been made in a mortar, mixing flowers, plants and

Table 1 Results of patch tests

Patch testing Results (48 h/96H)

Case 1 Standard series (GEIDAC*) Balsam of Peru (++/++)
Hairdressing seriest Nickel sulphate (+/++)
Plant seriest Cobalt chloride (+/+)
Fragance seriest

Case 2 Standard series (GEIDAC*)
Hairdressing seriest Harquus (++/++)
Harquus as is

Case 3 Standard series (GEIDAC*)

Hairdressing seriest
Harquus as is

Harquus (++/++)

* Spanish Group for Research in Contact Dermatitis and Cutaneous Allergy.
+ Chemotechnique®.
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fig. 1 Harquus provided to us by one of the patients.

small stones, and this mixture was periodically moisturized
with a perfumed liquid.

A 27-year-old nurse was referred to us for an acute
eczematous reaction at the site of a harquus tattoo made
18 days before on the neck. The patient stated that the tattoo
was performed by a transient artist during the summer
holiday on Tunisia. Treatment with medium-strength
topical corticosteroids was started with resolution of the
acute eczematous reaction 8 days later, and leaving a
post-inflammatory hypopigmented lesion that cleared
after an 8-month follow-up. She provided to us the product
that she was tattooed with in Tunisia (fig. 1). We carried
out patch tests with this product in 20 controls and did not
observe any reaction.

A 14-year-old girl was referred to us for an eczematous
reaction at the site of a harquus tattoo performed in
Tunisia on the dorsal aspect of her right hand 3 weeks
before consultation (fig. 2). A topical treatment with top-
ical corticoesteroids resulted in resolution after 10 days,
leaving a post-inflammatory hypopigmented lesion that
persisted until 7 months later. She recognized that her
hand was tattooed with exactly the same product pro-
vided to us by the first case.

Arabian women usually tattoo themselves for their
social celebrations, using henna, kohl and harquus. Harquus
is a temporary black-coloured tattoo used in North Africa
and the Middle East, which is obtained in a homemade
way from the mixture of some plants from the desert. We
have not been able to find any formula with its composi-
tion, but it is possible that more than one composition
does really exist.
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fig. 2 Eczematous dermatitis from harquus tattoo.

It is probable that positivity to balsam of Peru obtained
in one of our patient has a present relevance. Balsam of
Peru could be part of the perfumed liquid used for
moisturizing the mixture, as it has been suggested in some
cases of allergic contact eczema due to henna.>® Additionally,
balsam of Peru positivity could be the expression of a cross
reaction with some of the plants used in #arquus production.

To the best of our knowledge, these are the first described
cases of allergic contact dermatitis to harquus, and it is
crucial to be familiar with these temporary tattoos to
properly assess and manage these patients.
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