Letters to the Editor

Rapid response to acitretin,
combined with cryotherapy, for
extensive and recalcitrant verruca
vulgaris on the scalp

Sir,
It is often difficult to treat patients presenting
with extensive verruca vulgaris on areas like the
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scalp and the beard area. Traditional methods like
topical keratolytics, cryotherapy and electrocautery/
radiofrequency ablation require long treatment
duration, multiple sittings, and are often associated
with recurrences. We report a case of a 22-year-old
male patient presenting with extensive scalp warts
refractory to conventional treatment who had an
excellent response to treatment with acitretin.

A 22-year-old male patient, a native of Burundi (in
Africa), presented to our out-patient department
with a history of multiple warts over his scalp since
the previous 2 years. The patient had tried various
treatment modalities for the same with minimal
success. The treatment modalities used included
cryotherapy, topical podophyllin, salicylic acid, and
radiofrequency. In spite of multiple sittings, complete
clearance was never achieved and prompt recurrences
over the treated areas were seen. The patient did not
have a history of any other significant skin or systemic
disease. There was no significant drug or family
history. On examination, multiple warts were seen
covering the entire scalp [Figure 1]. Scars were seen
in some previously treated areas. Isolated warts were
seen on the dorsum of the hands.

The patient was investigated to rule out any associated
systemic disease. All routine investigations were
within normal limits. HIV and hepatitis B/C serology
were negative.

The patient was started on a systemic retinoid
(acitretin 0.5 mg/kg once daily) after appropriate
laboratory work-up for the same (including fasting lipid
profile and liver function tests). This was combined
with once weekly cryotherapy (with liquid nitrogen
spray). At the end of 4 weeks, there was dramatic and
complete clearance of the lesions with no recurrence
[Figures 2 and 3]. The patient had to return to his
native country after 1 month. He was asked to continue
on acitretin alone for a period of two more months,
with monthly monitoring of the lipid profile and liver
function tests. Except for minimal skin dryness, the
patient did not have any other significant adverse
effects secondary to acitretin. Regular follow-up was
done through e-mail. At the end of 3 months, retinoids
were stopped. The patient has now been on follow-up
for 5 months and there has been no recurrence of the
lesions.

Viral warts tend to disappear even without treatment
over a period of around 2 years. A small percentage
of viral warts however tend to be recalcitrant — either
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Figure 1: Extensive warts over the scalp — Day 1

Figure 2: After 2 weeks of treatment with cryotherapy and systemic
retinoids

Figure 3: After 4 weeks of treatment with cryotherapy and systemic
retinoids

showing no response to treatment or having prompt
recurrences after treatment. This can often be seen
even in normal healthy patients especially when the
beard or scalp area is affected."* Systemic retinoids
have been advocated as a useful treatment modality
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for recalcitrant warts. Retinoids have an effect on
cutaneous immunomodulation as well as epithelial cell
proliferation and differentiation. As HPV replication
is related to the state of keratinocyte differentiation,
it is possible that acitretin may inhibit the replication
and assembly of HPV within the affected cells.?!
There are many reports of acitretin being effective in
recalcitrant warts in both immunocompetent®* and
immunosuppressed patients.[

In our case too, acitretin produced a complete clearance
of the warts. However, retinoids generally take at least
2 months to produce total control of the lesions. Hence
we feel that while acitretin alone might be sufficient in
such cases, the addition of a destructive modality like
cryotherapy in the initial phases might further hasten
the results thus encouraging patient compliance too.
Studies with a larger sample size are warranted to
establish the efficacy of this modality in the treatment
of extensive warts.
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