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dermatological drugs (retinoids, immune suppressants, anti androgens 
and thalidomide) in reproductively active males with respect to 
pregnancy outcome: A  brief review of literature. Indian J Dermatol 
Venereol Leprol 2018;84:539‑46.

Transepidermal elimination: Role in leprosy transmission

Sir,
I read with interest the Residents’ Page article by Shah 
et al. on transepidermal elimination.1 Though transepidermal 
elimination in leprosy was mentioned only once, I would 
like to make a few comments about the significance of this 
phenomenon in histoid (and lepromatous) leprosy.1

Nasal discharge from the untreated leprosy patient is 
considered the usual source of infection in the community and 
the cutaneous route is said to be unimportant. In tuberculoid 
leprosy, Mycobacterium leprae resides largely within the 
skin and the nerve and these patients are never considered 
infectious.

However, a number of workers have reported the presence of 
acid‑fast bacilli in the epidermis.2‑5 Namisato et al. proposed 
transepidermal elimination as a mechanism for a “mass 
transport” of live leprosy bacilli in an untreated 35‑year‑old 
male lepromatous patient.6 The umbilicated/molluscoid 
lesion is one of the rarest morphological types of histoid 
leprosy. The fact that type 2 (pseudoisomorphic) Köebner’s 
phenomenon has been reported in this form of histoid 
leprosy further substantiates the fact that viable bacilli must 
be eliminated transepidermally for this to occur clinically.7 
Therefore, the skin may definitely be a portal for leprosy 
transmission, at least in the multibacillary cases. Studies are 
required to explore the contribution of cutaneous carriage 
and role of epidermal elimination of the bacilli in leprosy 
transmission. The need is acute as the multibacillary histoid 
and lepromatous cases are definitely a dreaded challenge to 
the elimination of this chronic mutilating disease.8,9
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Authors’ reply 

Sir,
We thank the author for taking interest in our article 
and raising the issue of potential role of transepidermal 
elimination of live lepra bacilli in transmission of the 
disease. We completely agree with the views and concern 
of the correspondent in connection with the significance of 
transepidermal elimination in cutaneous spread of leprosy 
in histoid and lepromatous cases. One of the authors  (PK) 
has recently observed a lepromatous leprosy case with 
molluscoid  (or umbilicated) papules and transepidermal 
elimination of lepra bacilli  (unpublished observation). The 
publications on transepidermal elimination of lepra bacilli 
are scarce.1‑3 However, considering the load of lepromatous 
cases in an endemic country like India, the authors believe it 
to be an underobserved and underreported phenomenon. The 
significance of transepidermal elimination of lepra bacilli is 
not clear, but the authors have speculated that it might play a 
role in cutaneous transmission of leprosy. The implications of 
“probable cutaneous transmission” are profound; household 
contacts, leprosy researchers, and leprosy control program 
need to be notified.

Although the role of basal keratinocytes, Langerhans cells 
and T cells has been suggested in transmission of lepra bacilli 
from the upper dermis to different epidermal layers, precise 
mechanism of this phenomenon in leprosy is not yet clear.2,4 
Therefore, we have kept the example of histoid leprosy under 
“other and unspecified conditions” in Table 1. We do concur 
that further studies with substantial evidence are much 

needed to unravel this event considering the global burden of 
leprosy and challenges in its elimination.1,2
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