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Merbromine-induced pustular contact dermatitis
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Case Report
In less than 24 h, a 34-year-old woman had developed a
well-defined erythematous patch on her left 2nd finger,
rapidly followed by superficial pustules on red oedema-
tous skin. Itching was noticed. The rest of the skin was
clear. The onset of the eruption had been a few hours
after the first-aid application of a ready-to-use compress,
saturated with merbromine, following a pin-prick of the
same finger. She reported no prior skin damage and no
other product had been used. A topical corticosteroid
was prescribed and the skin pustulation and redness
cleared within a few days.

The pustular dermatitis seemed clearly to be related to
application of the topical antimicrobial, but our patient
refused to undergo patch testing with sodium fluorescein
and mercurials to confirm this hypothesis. We con-
sidered that sensitization to mercurials was likely due to
repeated use of MercurochromeA for wound disinfec-
tion, from her childhood onwards.

Comment
We believe that the circumstantial evidence and clinical
picture support the diagnosis of a merbromine-related
adverse effect. The pustular dermatitis confined to one
finger in our case was unusual, whereas eczematous and
irritant lesions from organomercurial applications have
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Musicians are prone to various cutaneous afflictions, in-
cluding ‘fiddler’s neck’, ‘guitar nipple’, ‘guitarist’s groin’,
‘cellist’s chest’, ‘cello knee’, ‘cello scrotum’, ‘harpist’s
fingers’, ‘clarinetist’s cheilitis’ and ‘flautist’s chin’ (1).

Case Report
A 20-year-old woman presented with a 4-month history
of episodic erythema around her mouth and wheals on

frequently been reported (1, 2). The pustulation of the
skin may have been either due to irritancy or to delayed
hypersensitivity to merbromine (3). Mercury compounds
are strong sensitizers and more tissue-toxic than their
time-honoured use would suggest (4, 5). Moreover, ab-
sence of a proper scientific basis for use of mercurials is
correlated with very little merit as antibacterials. Deliv-
ery systems containing organomercurials could easily be
left out of wound care, to reduce the incidence of ‘‘anti-
septic’’ medication-related contact dermatitis (5). Re-
stricting commercialization of mercury compounds
probably remains a task of public health policy, particu-
larly in Western Europe.
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her eyelids and lips after blowing the trumpet. She had
also noticed erythema on her ring finger and neck when
she had worn a ring and a necklace over the past few
months. She was a music student and had played the
same trumpet for 6 years.

Patch tests showed a π reaction to nickel sulfate 2.5%
pet. and negative reactions to other metals, including
aluminum, gold, cobalt, zinc, silver, copper and mercury
(Table 1).




