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Allergic contact dermatitis in food handlers, with patch tests positive to
Compositae mix but negative to sesquiterpene lactone mix
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Compositae dermatitis due to agricultural exposure is
well recognized (1) and has been reported in both occu-
pational and recreational gardeners (2–4, 6). It is less
commonly recognized in food handlers (4–7). Sesquiter-
pene lactone (SL) mix contains equimolar concen-
trations of alantolactone, costunolide and dehydrocostus
lactone (8). Compositae mix contains extracts of arnica
0.5%, yarrow 1%, tansy 1%, German chamomile 2.5%
and feverfew 1% (9, 11).

Case Reports
Case no. 1
A 17-year-old hotel chef presented with work-aggra-
vated hand dermatitis. He had a personal and family
history of atopy. Much of his work was handling salads
and lettuce. Patch tests to a modified European standard
series, including sesquiterpene lactone (SL) mix 0.1%
(Trolab), were negative, but a patch test to Compositae
mix 6% pet. (Hermal) was positive (Table 1). His derma-
titis resolved while off work, and he has been able to
resume work with avoidance of lettuce.

Case no. 2
A 22-year-old kitchen assistant with a previous history
of atopic dermatitis developed hand and arm eczema 4
months after starting work. She patch tested positive to
thiurams, fragrance mix, nickel, Compositae mix and
extracts of yarrow, tansy, arnica and feverfew. A patch
test to SL mix was negative. She was not a keen gar-
dener, but handled vegetables, including lettuce, at work.
Her eczema has cleared since changing to a job which
does not involve handling food.

Case no. 3
A 22-year-old chef developed hand dermatitis 18 months
after starting work. He had a personal history of atopy
(hay fever only). He was not a keen gardener but
handled a lot of lettuce and other vegetables at work.
He was patch test positive to Compositae mix but nega-
tive to SL mix. His dermatitis has resolved whilst off
work and he is to resume work with avoidance of lettuce
and salads.

Table 1. Patch test results to sesquiterpene lactone mix and Compositae mix (D2 and D4)

Case no. 1 Case no. 2 Case no. 3 Case no. 4 Case no. 5 Case no. 6

sesquiterpene lactone mix (0.1% pet.) ª ª ª ª ?π –
Compositae mix (6% pet.) π π π ππ ππ π

Case no. 4
A 24-year-old woman developed work-related hand
dermatitis 4 years after starting work as a chef in a
public house (bar). There was no previous history of
skin problems or atopy. Initial patch tests in 1994 were
positive to formaldehyde, balsam of Peru, wool wax
alcohols, fragrance mix, quaternium-15 and nickel sul-
fate. Repeat patch tests at the end of 1997, following
spread of dermatitis to her face and arms, confirmed
the above allergies; thiurams, isoeugenol, benzoyl per-
oxide and Compositae mix were also positive. SL mix
was negative. In addition, she had positive Type I reac-
tions on prick testing to prawn, lemon and rubber
gloves. Keen to continue her present job, she continues
to have persistent dermatitis not controlled with aza-
thioprine.

Case no. 5
A 42-year-old food services advisor had had recurrent
flare-ups of hand dermatitis for 8 years. There was no
history of atopy. In 1991, she had been found to be al-
lergic to rubber and nickel but, despite allergen avoid-
ance and the use of plastic gloves, the flare-ups con-
tinued. When she presented, she had been off work for
several months. Patch tests confirmed the above allergies
and she was also strongly positive to Compositae mix,
with only a ?π reaction to SL mix. Her work involved
contact with lettuce and other vegetables but, unlike the
previous patients, she was also a keen gardener. With
avoidance of Compositae in the workplace and garden,
her dermatitis has resolved and she has been able to re-
turn to work.

Case no. 6
A 38-year-old chef presented with a 7-year history of
hand dermatitis. He had worked in kitchens since leav-
ing school and had no personal or family history of ato-
py. He was also a keen gardener. His patch tests were
positive to thiuram, Compositae mix and extracts of
tansy and feverfew. SL mix was negative. He was reluc-
tant to give up gardening and, despite the use of plastic
gloves and avoidance of lettuce and salads at work, he
continues to have a degree of dermatitis.
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Discussion
Since its introduction in 1990 (8), the SL mix has been
incorporated into our standard series. However, its abil-
ity to detect all Compositae allergy has been questioned
(9–11). By adding the Compositae mix (9, 11), we are
diagnosing allergic contact dermatitis in food handlers
that would otherwise be missed. With the exception of
case nos. 5 and 6, none of these patients were gardeners
and their sole exposure to Compositae was occu-
pational, the 1 factor common to all 6 being the han-
dling of lettuce. In 4 of the 6 cases, dermatitis resolved
with allergen avoidance. This group of patients is much
younger than the typical Compositae-allergic patient,
who is over 60 years and a gardener. In addition, all
cases presented with hand dermatitis rather than an air-
borne distribution (12). Compositae dermatitis in food
handlers may be commoner than recognized and the
Compositae mix may detect previously unsuspected al-
lergies.
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Photopatch test reaction to amitriptyline

A. S, C. R. S  S. C. D1

Dept of Skin and STD, 1Department of Pharmacy Manufacturing, Kasturba Medical College, Manipal 576119,
Karnataka, India

Key words: amitriptyline; hyperpigmentation; photosensitivity; photoallergy; adverse drug reactions. C Munksgaard,
1998.

Photosensitivity is a known cause of acquired hyperpig-
mentation. Cutaneous side-effects of tricyclic antide-
pressents are rare and photosensitivity is an even more
uncommon reaction (1). Protriptyline and imipramine
are the tricyclics which have been implicated as photo-
sensitizers (1).

Case Report
A 45-year-old woman, on alprazolam 0.5 mg and ami-
triptyline hydrochloride 25 mg oral daily for the past
year, presented with a 1-month history of diffuse
hyperpigmentation over exposed areas of the back and
left side of the abdomen (areas not covered by the sari).
Furrows and skin folds were spared. She did not recall
any erythema, scaling or burning sensation. Blood and
urine examinations were within normal limits.

titis aggravated by eating lettuce. Contact Dermatitis 1991:
24: 318–319.

4. Hausen B M, Andersen K E, Helander I, Gensch K H.
Lettuce allergy: sensitizing potency of allergens. Contact
Dermatitis 1986: 15: 246–249.

5. Friis B, Hjorth N, Vail J T Jr, Mitchell J C. Occupational
contact dermatitis from Cichorium (chicory, endive) and
Lactuca (lettuce). Contact Dermatitis 1975: 1: 311–313.

6. Krook G. Occupational dermatitis from Lactuca sativa
(lettuce) and Cichorium (endive). Contact Dermatitis 1977:
3: 27–36.

7. Mitchell D, Beck M H, Hausen B M. Contact sensitivity
to lettuce in a chef. Contact Dermatitis 1989: 20: 398–399.

8. Ducombs G, Benezra C, Talaga P et al. Patch testing with
the ‘‘sesquiterpene lactone mix’’: a marker for contact al-
lergy to Compositae and other sesquiterpene-lactone con-
taining plants. Contact Dermatitis 1990: 22: 249–252.

9. Paulsen E, Andersen K E, Hausen B M. Compositae der-
matitis in a Danish dermatology department in one year
(I). Results of routine patch testing with the sesquiterpene
lactone mix supplemented with aimed patch testing with
extracts and sesquiterpene lactones of Compositae plants.
Contact Dermatitis 1993: 29: 6–10.

10. Green C, Ferguson J. Sesquiterpene lactone mix is not an
adequate screen for Compositae allergy. Contact Dermatitis
1994: 31: 151–153.

11. Hausen B M. A 6-year experience with Compositae mix.
American Journal of Contact Dermatitis 1996: 7: 94–99.

12. English J, Norris P, White I, Cronin E. Variability in the
clinical patterns of Compositae dermatitis. Br J Dermatol
1989: 121 (suppl 34): 27.

Photopatch testing was performed, patch test ma-
terials being prepared by extracting the active ingredient
(a.i.) from the commercially available preparation. The
a.i. was separated from the exipients by first dissolving
the tablets in suitable solvents. It was then filtered using
41 Whatman filter paper, dried at 40æC, and finely pow-
dered with a mortar and pestle. 1%, 2%, 5% and 10%
amitriptyline hydrochloride and 1% and 2% alprazolam
were made up in an aqueous cream base. The allergen-
charged Van der Bend chambers were applied in dupli-
cate on either side of the back. Patch test readings at D2
were negative on both sides. The left side was then ex-
posed to 15 J/cm2 UVA. 1 day after irradiation, readings
on both sides were negative, but after 2 days, amitripty-
line 10% and 5% showed a positive reaction on the UVA-
exposed site only, suggesting photosensitivity to the
drug. Amitriptyline was stopped and the patient was re-
commended topical sunscreens. Patch testing in 8 and




