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Musicians can get many dermatoses from contact with
their musical instruments (1), including allergic and fric-
tional contact dermatitis. Allergic contact dermatitis
from rosin (colophonium) (2) is not the only bow-related
contact allergy.

Case Report

An 11-year-old schoolgirl gave a 3-year history of scal-
ing on her right thumb, index and middle finger. She
had a history of infantile atopic eczema. She had been
playing the cello for 1 year when the rash had started,
using a black-stringed bow and waxing this with rosin.
The rash improved when she rested from playing and
flared again restarting. She denied any history of nickel
intolerance. Her mother had asthma and psoriasis.

On examination, she had redness and scaling on the
palmar aspect of her right thumb, index and middle fin-
ger, with hyperkeratosis and fissuring of the interphalan-
geal joints. The dorsa of the fingers were clear. She also
had pitting of the index and middle finger nails, without
any other evidence of psoriasis.

Mycological examination was negative and the patient
was patch tested to the European standard series and
her rosin. She was positive to para-phenylenediamine
(PPD) (D4++) only. The manufacturer of her bow
string confirmed that PPD had been used to stain it.

She was treated with potent topical corticosteroids and
emollients, with improvement in her condition. She still
gets occasional flaring of her skin condition when she
plays cello frequently, even though she is now using an un-
dyed bow.

Discussion

Frictional contact dermatitis from the cello has been de-
scribed as ‘cellist’s chest’, ‘cello knee’ and even ‘cello
scrotum’. Allergic contact dermatitis has been reported
from nickel and chromate (3) in stringed instruments, as
well as allergy to PPD on chin rests (4). Bow hair is
frequently dyed or impregnated with gold or platinum
and this may lead to allergic contact dermatitis.

We believe that this patient had allergic contact der-
matitis from PPD, though the distribution and mor-
phology of the rash suggests that friction may also have
played an important role, children being particularly at
risk of this latter effect (5).
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