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The safety of topical erythromycin

Al,liX.\NDliR .A. FiSHP.R

Department of Dermatology, New York University. Post Graduate Medical School,
New York. U.S.A.

Ihc prevention of allergic tompiicatic^ns depends on the use of topical nicdiciitions whieh
have proved to be î arc sfnsiti/ers. This is particularly true for stasis tilccrs and ec/cnias
which arc notoriously rciidily sensitized. Topical erythromycin hiis [lroven to be such a
non-sensiti/ing topical antibiotic. In a scries of 60 patients with stasis ulcers, esythiomycin
in the form of llolycin ointment (erythromyein in petrolatum) was applied. Not ;i single
instance of allergic sensitization occurred. No instances of sensiti/ation \silh posiiive patch
tests to topical erythromycin have been reporled. Maximiymion tesis with topical erythro-
mycin did not produce sensitization. I'opica! eiythromycin, an effective aniihiotic, should
be substituted lor nei^mycin which is a common sensitizer.
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Kei'civi'd for pnhlicution Aiii:u\t 7, 1975

Angelini et a!. (1975). in a recenl sludy of
eontact dermatilis in patients with leg ulcers,
revealed that patcb lesis with 63 substances
vn 306 patients with stasis (Jermatilis ot ihe
legs, with or without uleeration. demon-
strated Jhe presence of seiisilivity to one or
more suhstances in 177 cases. The bigbesl
percentage of posiiive responses vuis re-
corded with neomycii! (16.3 *"') confirming
other reports (Wereide 1970. Rud/ki c'̂ ;
Kleniewska 197!). Oi the reaetions with
various topical medicaments, the highest
percentage of responses was leported vvith
neomycin.

In m\ own experienee. neomycin aisii
proved to he stjeh a eommon sensiti/er that
1 abandoned its use a lony lime ago. As a
substitute foi" the past six years. 1 have tised
topical erythromycin in the form of llotyein
ointment {> '% erylhromycin in petrolatum)
which has proved effeetive for the treatment
of all types of impetigo, assorted types of

infected dermatoses. including stasis eezema
and ulcers. Hotvcin ointment bas been ap-
plied routinely to skin wbich has been Ihe
site o\ derniabrasion and curettage and
desiceatioH.

Most signiiicani is the fact that repeated
apphcatiojis of liotycin ointment lo stasis
ulcers in 60 palienls hav no; resulted in a
single instance 'oi aliergic sensiti/aiion to
this topical anlibiolic.

Dr. !K. M. Kligmaji. in a personal com-
munication, has informed me Ibat my ciin-
ieal impression that topical ciylbrorriycin is
an extremely rare sensiti/er î  borne out by
repeated maximization lests wbich he bas
performed wilh I his topical aniibiotic. Î f\
Kligman has introduced tbe use of topical
erythromycin for severe cases of aene vul-
garis and aniieipates no sensitization from
its use.

We should adhere to the dictum, "'Don'l
use an antihiolic topieaiiy whieh vou may
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have to use systemically since topieal scnsili-
zation would preclude systemic administra-
tion". However, as far as er\thromyein is
concerned, since topical sensitization has
not oeetirred with repeated and prolonged
use. including ils use on stasis uleers, this
antibiotic would appear to be a "safe", non-
sensiti/ing topical antibiotic which will not
preeltide its use systemieally.

Angelini et a!. (1975) in (heir arlicie on
ct>ntact dermatitis in patients with leg ulcers
eoneiude by agreeing witb Fisher (1971) and
Malten et al. (!973), tbat tbe prevention of
allcrgie cctmplieations essentially depends on
the use of topical applieations normally un-
associated witb allergic reaction.

It would appear that topical erythromycin
would fit the category of a non-sensitizing
topical medication. It is urged tbat when-
ever possible erythromyein should be sub-
stituted for neomyein whieh is offen as-
sociated with allergic reaetion.
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