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Oral isotretinoin for the
treatment of chronic pityriasis
versicolor: case report and
literature review�

Dear  Editor,

Pityriasis  versicolor  (PV)  is  a superficial  mycosis  caused
by  yeast  species  of  the Malassezia  genus.  It affects  indi-
viduals  worldwide,  mostly  in countries  with  tropical  and
subtropical  climates,  where  the incidence  can  reach  up to
50%  of  the  population.1 Propaedeutic  and  complementary
methods  such  as  the  Zirelí  sign,  dermoscopy,  and Wood’s
light  are  useful  both  in the diagnosis  of the infection  and
in  evaluating  the therapeutic  response  by  helping  to  dif-
ferentiate  between  active  disease  and  post-inflammatory
hypochromia.1---4

Treatment  is  especially  challenging  in cases of  recur-
rent  or  chronic  evolution,  not  due  to  the pathogen  intrinsic

� Study conducted at the Dermatology Clinic, Hospital da Santa

Casa de São Paulo, São  Paulo, SP, Brazil.

resistance  to antifungals  used  topically  and  systemically,
but  due  to  individual  host  factors  present  in  the  human
microbiome  that favor  an environment  suitable  for the per-
sistence  of  the lipophilic  fungus.3,5 Scientific  studies  on  the
use  of  oral isotretinoin  as  an alternative  to  treat  infection
are  scarce,  the  vast majority  of  which  are  case  reports.6---8

The  authors  report  on  a  patient  with  chronic  PV  without
improvement  following  classical  treatments  based  on  anti-
fungals,  he  showed  a good  response  after  a few  weeks  of
oral  isotretinoin  use.

A  40-year-old  healthy  male  patient,  undergoing  derma-
tological  follow-up  for  eight  years  due  to  chronic  PV was
evaluated.  During  the period,  he had undergone  several
treatments  with  antiseborrheic  soaps,  topical  antifungals  in
shampoo,  cream  and  spray  lotion  formulations  (ciclopirox
olamine  and azole  derivatives),  in addition  to  oral  treat-
ments  with  ketoconazole,  itraconazole  and  fluconazole,
with  little  improvement  and  always  maintaining  a positive
Zirelí  sign,  compatible  with  active infection.2,4 Dermato-
logical  examination  revealed  diffusely  oily  skin  and  PV  in
a  follicular  pattern.  The  patient  denied  using creams  and
emollients,  and the  habit  of taking  two  showers  a  day.
Considering  the  chronic  condition  with  resistance  to  classic
therapies  and  oily  skin  characteristics,  general  laboratory
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LETTER  -  THERAPY

Figure  1  Patient  with  chronic  pityriasis  versicolor.  (A)  Before  treatment.  (B)  After  eight  weeks  of  treatment  with  a  low/weekly

dose of  oral  isotretinoin.

Figure  2  Dermoscopy  with  polarized  light  of  a  patient  with  chronic  pityriasis  versicolor.  (A)  Circular  macules  centered  on the

hair follicles,  with  the  presence  of  desquamation  after  the  Zirelí  propaedeutic  maneuver,  compatible  with  active  disease.  (B)  After

eight weeks  of  treatment  with  oral  isotretinoin,  a  reduction  in the number  and size  of  lesions  was  observed,  with  no  desquamation

after the  Zirelí  maneuver,  compatible  with  post-inflammatory  hypochromia  after  resolution  (Dermatoscope  DL5  Dermlite®, ×10).

tests  were  carried  out,  which  showed  normal  results.  Then
an  off-label  treatment  of  oral  isotretinoin  as  monotherapy
was  proposed,  without association  with  previously  reported
treatments.  A dose of  20  mg/week  was  prescribed,  and  the
patient  improved  significantly  after  eight  weeks  of  follow-
up,  without  any  laboratory  alterations.  A total  dose  of
160  mg  was  administered  during  the  period  (Figs.  1, 2 and  3).
To  improve  the  oily  skin  condition  and  prevent  the  recur-
rence  of  the  infection,  continuous  use  of  this  dose  of
isotretinoin  was  maintained.

The  classification  of  recurrent  and  chronic  PV  is  based
on  the  number  of lesion  recurrences  after treatment  with
adequate  antifungals  over a  two-year  period:  up  to  four  for

recurrent,  and  more  than  four  for  chronic  conditions.  As
concluded  by  Framil  et al.,  there  is  no  correlation  between
the  Malassezia  species,  the clinical  form,  and recurrence
episodes,  but  a  close  relationship  with  individual  predispos-
ing  factors.3

The  use  of  isotretinoin  for  PV  was  initially  described  in
2006  by  Bartel  et al.,  in a case  of  a  14-year-old  adolescent
with  PV on the back and severe  acne,  treated  with  40  mg
of  isotretinoin,  twice  a  day (1  mg/kg/  day),  for five months.
There  was  clinical  and  mycological  cure  of  PV,  suggesting
a direct  role  against  Malassezia  or  through  the  reduction  of
the  cutaneous  lipid  content  by  the drug,  making  the environ-
ment  less  favorable  for  the lipophilic  fungus.6 In 2018,  Yazici
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Figure  3  Dermoscopy  with  Wood’s  light  (×10)  in a  patient  with  chronic  pityriasis  versicolor.  Hypochromia  and  pre-treatment

desquamation compatible  with  active  disease  are more  accurately  observed  (A);  and  post-treatment  with  a  reduction  in the  number

and size  of  macules,  in addition  to  absence  of  desquamation,  compatible  with  post-inflammatory  hypochromia  after  resolution  (B).

(Dermatoscope DL5  Dermlite®, ×10).

et  al.  described  another  case  of  a patient  with  chronic  PV
for  15  years  who  was  treated  with  oral  isotretinoin  at a dose
of  20  mg/day  for  two  months,  showing  sustained  improve-
ment  after  one  year  of  medication  withdrawal.7 In a  recent
extensive  review  study  on isotretinoin,  Bagatin  et  al. dis-
cuss  several  off-label  uses of the  drug,  including  seborrheic
dermatitis  but  do not  specifically  address  PV.8 Geissler  et  al.
reported  that  treatment  with  very  low  doses  of isotretinoin
(2.5  mg/3  times  a week)  is  effective  in controlling  sebor-
rhea,  with  a 51%  reduction  in the  size  of  the sebaceous
gland,  as demonstrated  on  histopathology.9

Reduced  doses  to  control  moderate  acne have  been suc-
cessfully  described  since  the  90  s,10 an opinion  supported
to  this  day  by  reviews  that  demonstrate  a  tendency  to pre-
scribe  lower  daily  doses  (0.1  −  0.5  mg/kg,  up  to  5  mg),  for  a
longer  period  (up  to  18  months),  fewer  adverse  events,  bet-
ter  tolerability  and  relapse  rates similar  to  those  observed
with  conventional  doses.8

Although  the efficacy  of  isotretinoin  is  well-known  in
acne,  literature  on  its  use  in PV is  scarce.  The  likely  mech-
anism  underlying  the  long-term  efficacy  and  remission  of
PV  with  isotretinoin  use  seems  to  be  related  to  decreased
sebum  production  and sebaceous  gland  atrophy.  Further
studies  are needed  to  establish  the  ideal  dose  and  dura-
tion  of  therapy.  The  authors  think  that  low-dose  isotretinoin
may  be  a  good  therapeutic  option  for  recurrent  and  chronic
PV.  It  is  clear  that  research  into  the use  of  isotretinoin  to
control  PV  is  a field  that is  extremely  lacking  in  robust  and
consistent  studies.
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Pityriasis rubra pilaris after
COVID-19 vaccination:
successful treatment with
ustekinumab⋆

Dear  Editor,

Pityriasis  Rubra Pilaris  (PRP)  is  a  rare  erythematous  papu-
losquamous  inflammatory  dermatosis.1

Since  the  approval  of mRNA  vaccines  for  COVID-19,  the
dermatology  community  strived  to  characterize  the adverse
cutaneous  effects  associated  with  their  administration.

Figure  1  Orange-red  squamous  plaques  with  islands  of  sparing  in the  trunk  and  both  arms  (A).  Orange-red  waxy  and symmetrical

palmoplantar keratoderma  (B).

⋆ Study conducted at the Centro Hospitalar Universitário de São

João, EPE, Porto, Portugal.

We  report  a case  of  PRP  following  administration  of
mRNA  Pfizer-BioNTech  COVID-19  vaccine  with  refractoriness
to  first-line  systemic  therapy  that  was  successfully  treated
with  ustekinumab.

A  69-year-old  Caucasian  woman,  with  no  relevant  medi-
cal  history,  was  referred  due  to  a 6-month  course  of
generalized  rash  that  did not improve  with  highly  potent
topical  and  systemic  corticosteroids  (1  mg/kg/day)  or  oral
cyclosporin  (4 mg/kg/day).  She  reported  a facial  erythema-
tous  scaly  rash 2-days  after  receiving  the  first  dose  of the
Pfizer-BioNTech  COVID-19  vaccine.  A few  days  following  the
second  vaccine  dose  the patient  noticed  a  worsening  of  the
rash  with  progression  to  the trunk  and limbs.  She  reported
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