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CLINICAL NOTES

In an effort to increase the utility ()fare JOURNAL in Continuing medical education,
in this section tie welcome contributions dealing with practical problems in leprosy
work. Submissions to this section will undergo minimal editorial changes and may
well contain controversial points. Letters to the Editor pointing out other viewpoints
are welcome.

Erythema Nodosum Leprosum: A Possible Cause of
Oral Destruction in Leprosy

This short paper reports a case ofdestruc-
live ulceration of the hard and soft palate
coinciding with a peak of severity of ery-
thema nodosum leprosum (ENL) in a pa-
tient who was observed over a period of
more than a decade. It is suggested that this
kind of immunologically mediated destruc-
tive ulceration may be the cause of the fre-
quently reported deformities of the palate
and uvula in leprosy.

Oral lesions in lepromatous leprosy have
been reported much more frequently' - ' than
oral lesions in reactional tuberculoid and
borderline leprosy.•

In a review of the English language lit-
erature since 1950, no reports of oral ENL
came to light, although Reichart,'" did re-
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port both "ulcerating painful leproma" and
various degrees of destruction of the soft
palate and uvula in patients who had ENL
or a history thereof, but he only hinted at a
possible relationship.

CASE REPORT
A 46-year-old black male presented at

Westfort Hospital in 1976 with a hoarse
voice and extensive ulceration of the ex-
tremities. On the basis of the clinical fea-
tures and the extensive lepromatous infil-
tration of the skin, especially of the face,
ears and legs, he was classified as true lep-
romatous leprosy. Acid-fast bacterial in-
dexes from skin smears were done over a
period of 11 years (The Table).

The patient started developing episodes
of ENL in 1982, and was treated with hy-
drocortisone followed by tapering doses of
prednisolone. In 1983 he had multiple skin
lesions of ENL as well as a polyarthritis,
which was treated symptomatically with
ibuprofen and crepe bandages. The severity
of the ENL peaked during 1984, and then
gradually subsided under treatment.

During the 1984 phase of severe ENL,
the patient was examined at the dental clin-
ic. He had skin lesions of ENL all over his
body (Fig. 1). The oral aperture was con-
stricted with whitish angular cheilitis, and
with diffuse white patches on the tongue,
buccal mucosa and palate, diagnosed as a
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THE TABLE.^Reports of ENL in relation
to bacterial indexes.

Year Index ENL reported

1977 1.2 None
1978 3.0 None
1980 3.0 None
1981 2.8 None
1982 3.1 ENL
1983 1.3 ENL
1984 1.0 Severe ENL
1985 2.1 Subsided ENL
1987 0 None
1989 0 None

candidal infection. He was partially eden-
tulous, the few remaining teeth being in ex-
tremely poor condition. On the mid-pos-
terior hard palate there was an ulcer 1.5 X
1.5 cm in size, with a smaller ulcer at the
right of soft and hard palate (Fig. 2). The
main ulcer was about 3-4-mm deep with
an intense red central area surrounded by a
yellowish necrotic halo. The soft palate was
deformed by scarring and the uvula was de-
stroyed (Fig. 3).

DISCUSSION
Since the skin lesions arc so characteris-

tic, the term ENL is often used synony-
mously with the term "type 2 lepra reac-
tion," which is an example of a type 3 Gell
and Coombs hypersensitivity reaction. In
addition to the ENL skin lesions, type 2
lepra reaction includes fever, malaise, tissue
pain (e.g., muscle, nerve and periosteum),
and polyarthritis."

" Jopling, W. H. Handbook of Leprosy. 3rd edn.
London: Heinemann, 1986, pp. 70-74.

FIG. 2. ENL lesions of the palate.

ENL ulceration rather than primary lep-
romatous ulceration may be the major cause
of the destruction, perforation -4 ' 2 and de-
formation of the palate and uvula. There
are several arguments in favor of this pos-
tulation. ENL is characterized by an acute
vasculitis in which tissue destruction is
common. Reichart's cases'ft ' 3 with palatal
scarring and/or ulceration had active ENL
or a history thereof, and in a series of 37
leprosy patients, 3 of the 4 with destruction
of the uvula and soft palate had active ENL;
the fourth had a history of ENL.' 4

The bone destruction seen in the pre-
maxilla (facies leprosa) may also be aggra-
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FIG. 3. Destructive changes of the soft palate and
FIG. I. ENL lesions on the arm.^uvula.
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vated by an ENL reaction,' 5 and in support
of this contention, Moller-Christensen ' 6 ob-
served increased destruction of other bones
coinciding with severe ENL reactions.

If ENL does indeed play an important
role in the destruction of oral tissues, then
more effective management of this condi-
tion" may reduce these unfortunate se-
quelae.

SUMMARY
Apart from vague statements and spec-

ulative remarks, the role of ENL in the oral
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cavity has not been considered in the recent
English language literature. A case of oral
ENL is reported, and we postulate that ENL
plays a prominent role in the intra-oral de-
struction noted in leprosy. Information
gathered from the literature and from our
own experience with a series of 37 leprosy
patients with oral lesions support this pos-
tulation.
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