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Summeiry
In order to define o stondord dioqnostic protocol for monoqing ollerqic dis-eoses in musicions, we conducted o literoture seor-
ch on this topic. The most fruqr"i ollerqic diseose in this ó"óol .oìh"qory of *orkers wos contocl dermotitis, olwoys descri-
bed in stringed ond wind instrument, plóy"rs, involving the mouth ond íhe'honds. No other ollergic diseose directly ieloted to
musicol instruments wos reported.
The most frequently reported culprit substonces were: colophony, exotic woods, nickel sulphote, vornishes, ond propolis (bee
gtue).
ihus, beinq contoct dermotit is the most frequent diseose. o correct dioqnostic opprooch to this problem in musicions should
involve, in"oddition to clinicol history ond exominotion, the potch test with o tp".if i . ponel of substonces.
Finollv, ollerqv in musicions inuolvei odditionol problems : the virtuol impossibil iV to ovoid the offendinq substonce, ond the
poor'odh"r""n'." to theropy due to lifestyle. In generol, this specific ollergologic problem seems to be unóerestimoted, under-
diognosed ond, os o con-quence, poorly monoged.
Key-words : Musicions I Ployers - Musicol inltruments - Allergic diseoses.
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here ore numerous chorocteristic symptoms thot
ore common in music ions ond ore usuol ly  horm-
less morks of their profession. However, there

ore qlso some less common ond more seuere skin
diseoses due to either mechonicol ond physic noxoe or
to ollergic contoct reoctions.

When such reoctions occur, they moy couse conside-
roble discomfort qnd even disobility.

Indeed, ollergic problems in musicions hove not been
studied in detoil ond their prevolence in this cothego-
ry is not known. Probobly, ollergy in musicions is
under-estimoted ond underdiognosed undermonoged,
ond therefore poorly monoged.

Noteworthy, ollergy in musicions involves odditionol
problems. First, fie impossibility to ovoid the sensiti-
sing substonces contoined in the instruments, ond
second the poor odherence to therqpy due to lifestyle.

( t )Al lergology & Cl in icol  lmmunology Uni t ,  Depor lment of  Internol
Medic ine,  S.Orsolo Hospi to l  -  Brescio.
lz)  Al lergy & Respirotory Diseoses,  Deportment of  In lernol  Medic ine,
University of Genoo - ltoly.

Aim of this study wos to investigote the presence of
ol lergic disorders in musicions, os described in l i tero-
ture; in order to more cleorly define the spectrum of
pothologies in these porticulqr workers. Moreover, we
propose o stondord diognoslic protocol to define ond
monoging ol lergies in musicions.
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A systemotic l i teroture seorch wos corr ied out.
Relevont studies, published between l9ó0 ond 2002,
were identified by o computerized seorch strotegy
using MedLine ond Embose dotoboses. In oddit ion,
hond seorch of relevont iournols ond proceedings of
internol medicine ond speciol ist ic medicine societ ies
wos performed. A coreful review of the references
cited in the orticles wos corried out. Finolly, diseerto-
tion obstrocts ond Current Contents were olso revie-
wed in order to identify recently published ond unpu-
bl ished studies.

Only those studies ond cose reports cleorly focusing
upon musicion's ol lergy were included. Citot ions in
ony longuoge were considered. The following k"y
words were used : "musicions", "singers", "music",
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ond "ol lergy". Inclusion of studies
decided by o simple moiority of oll

.  . l  ,  IIn înts stuoy wos
reviewers.

vornishes (expeciolly those
tongues) , ond propolis (bee

contoined in instruments
glue) ,  see olso f igure 1.

WW,ffiW#tMWffi,

In generol, the literoture wos very poor ond little otten-
tion seems to hove been de-voted to ollergy problems
in this cotegory of workers. We found 

"nlf-aS 
qrticles

deoling with the topic (l -33); thirteen out of them were
cqse reports (2,|-33).

The only ollergic disorder reported wos contoct der-
motitis, olwoys in stringed ond wind instruments
ployers, involving the mouth ond the honds. On the
other hond, no other ollergic diseose (coniunctivitis,
rhinitis, bronchiol osil 'rrno, onophyloctic shock) direct-
ly reloted to musicol instruments contoct/use wos ever
described.

The most frequenily reported culprit substonces were:
colop.hony (rosin), exotic woods (Mokossor ebony,
Cocobolo, Africon Blockwood, Indiqn Rosewood,
ebony wood, Brozilion rosewood), nickel sulphote,

W'MffiW:W,ffiMffi,MWWM

Professionol musicions con be offected by non-ollergic
ond ollergic diseoses, in-volving skin in porticulor, ilìot
moy couse serious problems ond ultimotely put on end
to their coreer (toble I ond 2).

The most common couse of skin olterotions in musi-
cions is the minor but repetitive physicql troumo, resul-
l ing in fol l icul i t ies, poronychioe, col lus formotion, ond
minor wounds thot sometimes become secondorily
infected. One of the most common obnormolities is the
"fiddler's nec", offecting violin ond violo ployers. The
condition consists of hyperpigmeniotion qnd'lichenifi-
cotion on the left side of the neck iust below the mon-
dible, where the instrument is pressed during proctice
ond performonce. Poronychioe ore importonl occupo-
tionol hozords of pionists ond horpists. Cqllosities ore
chorocteristic of the woy musicions grosp ond hold
their instruments. Drummers ore espàciolly prone to

A Africon Blockwood ;
B Broziolion rosewood ;
C Cocobolo wood ;
D Eost Indion rosewood ;
E Mocossor ebony ;
F Ebony fingerboord.

Figure | : "A voriety of exotic woods used for mode instruments contoin sensitizers"
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I Allergic Contact Dermatitis (see also table 2).
I Injuries to Skin, SoftTissue, and Bone :
- "Gothic palate"
- Large palatal volume
- Narrow dental arch
- Dental morphology changes
- Velopharyngeal stress incompetence
- lschemia, hyperkeratosis and cheil it is of the l ips
- Rupture of the orbicularis oris muscle or "satchmo's

syndrome"
- Epidermal hyperplasia or cal lus
- Garrod's pads
- Blisters, abrasions, and skin bleeding
- Small tears of the oral mucosa

I Physiologic and Emotional Problems :
- Hyperhidrosis (excess sweating)
- Abnormalit ies of saliva production (hypersalivation,

xerostomia)
- Anxiety

I Infectious Diseases
- Herpes labialis
- A, B, Epstein-Barr virus, and Cytomegalovirus hepatitis
- Bacterial infections

Toble | : "Skin diseoses of musicions : o complex spectrum"

lesions, hyperpigmentation below the angle of the law) :
violinists and violists.

v io la,cel lo,  double bass, saxophone, c lar inet ,oboe,drum,
bassoon, trombone,tuba, harp,french horn, and guitar players.
> Blisters,Abrasions and Bleeding : drummer's digits.
> Paronychia : piano and guitar players.
> Pizzicato paronychia: string players.
F "Guitar nipple" (from pressure of the instrument against
either breast) : guitarists.
> Lip problems (calluses, hyperkeratosis, ulceration, maceration) :
clarinettists, horn players, flutists, trumpets players.
F "Satchmo's syndrome" or broken lips :trumpet players.
> Oral changes ("Gothic palate", large palatal volume, dental
morphology changes) : woodwind or brass players.
> Chest anterior pain or "Chellist's chest syndrome" :chellists.

Toble 2 : " lniuries coused by specif ic musicol instruments".

developing colluses. Clorinet ond oboe ployers deve-
lop o chorocteristic collosiiy on the midportion of the
upper lip. Among horn ployers, o circumscribed otro-
phy of the upper lip moy occur.

Allergic problems in generol hove not been specificol-
ly studied in musicions. Fish-bein et o/.  conducted on
interesting study omong 48 symphonic orchestros,
qdmin-istering o questionnoire to 2122 musicions.
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They found o prevolence of 12% ond 4% of respiro-
tory ollergy ond osthmo respectively (611, thus not dif-
ferent from thot reported in the generol populotion. On
the other hond contoct dermqtitis is very typicol.

When ocute ond chronic ol lergic sensit isoÌ ion occur in
o musicion, i t  is qlmost ol-woys due to colophony
(rosin). Colophony is used to wox the strings on
vorious musicol instruments to increose the ottrition
befween the bow ond the strings. Fisher described
ollergic contoct dermotitis due to colophony on the
honds of o viol inist,  ond the role of obiet ic ocid ond i ts
derivqtives os o sensitizers in the colophony (23). In
oddition, the dust moy result in dermotitis on the foce
ond neck. A common ol lergen such os p-phenyle-
nediomine hos been reported to couse ollergic
contoct dermotitis when used for stoining ebony chin
rests of viol ins (22).

Allergic contoct dermotitis to nickel sulphote hos been
described in mony cose re-poris obout musiciqn's
ol lergy. Pincel l i  described o viol inist in whom ol lergic
dermotitis developed iust below the ongle of the right
mondible, where the skin rubbed the metol clomp of
the chin rest (17ll. A nickel potch test gove o strongly
positive reoction. This potient wos thought to hove typi-
col "fiddler's neck" ond on ollergic contoct dermotitis
to nickel sulfote. Mochockovo ond Pock olso reported
o cose of o cel l ist with nickel dermotit is (28).

For mony yeors, propolis (bee glue) hos been used
to vornish viol ins ond other str inged instruments (34).
Strodivori is believed to hqve used it in the vornish of
his stringed instruments (8). Therefore, propolis con be
considered os o couse of con-tqct ollergy not only in
the mokers of stringed instruments but olso in those
who re-poir them.

Vorious exotic woods ore present in musicol instru-
ments: Indion ond Brozilion rosewood (violin, recor-
der, ond other string ond reed instruments), Mokossor
ebony (violin), Cocobolo ond Africon blqckwood
recorder, oboe, ond other reed instruments), ond
ebony wood (violin). These different exotic woods moy
couse ollergic contoct dermotitis ond the potch tests
with sowdust, diluted in white petrolotum, ore specific
diognostic tool (7, 8, 24, 25, 26, 3l l .

Thus, being contoct dermotitis the most frequent oller-
gic diseose, o correct diog-nostic opprooch to this pro-
blem in musicions should involve, in oddit ion to cl ini-
col history ond exominotion, the potch test with o defi-
ned ponel of substonces (toble lll).

Finol ly, ol lergy in musicions
tionol problems: the virtuol

involves two mojor oddi-
im-possibility to ovoid the



offending substonce (contoined in the instrument), ond
the poor odherence to theropy due to lifestyle. In gene-
rol, the specific problem seems to be unóerestiÀqted
ond possibly underdiognosed.

Further studies ore needed to ossess the incidence ond
prevolence of ol lergic problems in musicions; ond
progmotic.studies ore olso required to ossess the long
term complionce in musicions.

Toble 3 : "The most common musicion's ollergens for perform o complete ond
specif ic diognostic Potch test ing".
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Nickel  Sulphate Wood Alcohols Colophony (rosin)
Cobalt p-Phenylenediamine Propol is

(Bee glue)

Ebony
(Diospyros sp)

Brazil ian rosewood
(Dalbergia ni-gra)

East Indian rosewood
(Dalbergia latifolia)

Cocobolo wood
(Dalbergia retusa)

African blackwood
(Dalbergia rnelanoxylon)

Madagascar ebony
(Dioipyros celebía)
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