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Urushiol is a well-known, potent contact allergen that is present in many
plants of the genus Toxicodendron, including poison ivy, poison oak, and
the lacquer tree. In Europe, contact dermatitis caused by urushiol is
rare,2 and sensitization can usually be linked to previous contact to poi-
son oak or poison ivy in North America.® In Asia, contact dermatitis
caused by components of lacquer trees is common,* including in Japan,
where most traditional craftsmen working with lacquer have experi-

enced contact dermatitis caused by urushiol-containing products.>~”

CASE REPORT

A 35-year-old male Caucasian patient was admitted to our depart-

ment as an emergency, presenting with an oedematous maculopapular

rash on the right thigh and both forearms, and with disseminated ery-
thematous lesions and vesicles all over the body (Figure 1A,B). He was
otherwise healthy, did not use any medications, and had no history of
allergies. The personal history showed that, as a hobby, he produced
Japanese lacquerware, and he reported that the skin lesions started to
develop after he used a Japanese stain to lacquer wooden plates. He
had started working with Japanese lacquer 2 years previously. The
clinical picture was suggestive of allergic contact dermatitis, and inves-
tigations into the type of stain showed that it was a traditional Japa-
nese lacquer that is commonly used for crafts by artists, and that
contains >60% urushiol (Figure 1C).

Because of the severe symptoms, the patient was hospitalized,
and received topical corticosteroids and a short course of systemic
corticosteroids, after which the symptoms rapidly improved. On the

FIGURE 1 Severe allergic contact dermatitis caused by urushiol-containing lacquer. (A) and (B), Oedematous maculopapular rash on the right
forearm and the right thigh after the patient had been working with Japanese lacquer. (C), Tube of Japanese lacquer used by the patient

(containing >60% urushiol). (D), Strong positive patch test reactions to lacquer (dilution of lacquer in pet. 1:1 [1, ++], 1:4 [2, ++], and 1:8 [3, +]).
Pet. used as a control caused no reaction
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basis of the clinical picture, and the history of contact with the lacquer
containing the highly potent contact allergen urushiol, we diagnosed
allergic contact dermatitis caused by the lacquer.® To confirm the
diagnosis, patch testing was performed with dilutions of the patient’s
lacquer. Because of severe itching, the patient presented 12 hours
after application of the patches at the emergency room, and the
patches were removed. At this point, positive reactions were
observed to the 1:1 and 1:4 dilutions in pet. Results were further
assessed according to the ICDG scoring system 3 days after applica-
tion, and showed an allergic crescendo reaction to the urushiol-
containing product (Figure 1D).

DISCUSSION

We report here a case of severe allergic contact dermatitis caused by
a Japanese lacquer containing a high concentration of urushiol
(>60%). These lacquers are commonly used in traditional Japanese
industrial art, and have caused many cases of contact allergy in Japa-
nese lacquer craftsmen.® To the best of our knowledge, this is the first
case of urushiol-induced contact dermatitis due to the use of Japanese
lacquer in Europe.
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