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Radiation recall dermatitis

Claudio Guarneri MD, Biagio Guarneri MD

66-year-old woman with metastatic breast cancer

was admitted to hospital after presenting with pro-

gressive disease in the lungs and a painful metastatic
lesion in the left ischium. Stage IV infiltrating ductal breast
cancer with metastases in the lungs and bone had been diag-
nosed four years earlier. The disease had stabilized initially
after treatment with five courses of cyclophosphamide plus
doxorubicin. Two years after diagnosis, the disease was found
to have progressed, and was treated with six courses of pacli-
taxel. The treatment with paclitaxel had concluded three
months before presentation.

Radiation therapy was administered in the patient’s left
hip, to a total dose of 30 Grays in the anterior-posterior field.
No cutaneous reaction was noted. Two weeks after conclu-
sion of the radiotherapy, treatment with pegylated liposomal
doxorubicin was started. Eighteen days after the first infusion,
the patient experienced localized, painful erythema and
micropapular eruption, followed by light scaling, over her left
hip and gluteal areas. The lesions were confined to the field of
previous irradiation (Figure 1).

Radiation recall dermatitis is an uncommon inflammatory
reaction of the skin at the site of previous irradiation. The reac-
tion is precipitated by the use of a triggering compound after
radiation therapy. Although the cause and incidence are
unknown, certain drugs appear to be associated with radiation
recall dermatitis more frequently than others. The first descrip-
tion of the reaction involved its occurrence after administration
of actinomycin-D.' Since then, many other drugs — mostly
chemotherapeutic agents — have been associated with the phe-
nomenon, including 5-fluorouracil, hydroxyurea, vinblastine,
methotrexate, adriamycin, etoposide, tamoxifen, bleomycin,
melphalan, paclitaxel, docetaxel, gemcitabine, pegylated lipo-
somal doxorubicin, interferon o-2b, antituberculous drugs and
simvastatin.”

Most reports describe the lesions as maculopapular eruptions
with erythema, edema, vesicle formation and desquamation.
The reaction can range in severity from a mild rash to severe
necrosis of the skin. Patients commonly report pruritus or pain.

By definition, such inflammatory reactions occur exclu-
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Figure 1: (A) Mild erythema with light scaling within a field of
previous irradiation on the hip of a 66-year-old woman with
metastatic breast cancer. (B) Erythema and edema on the
patient’s left buttock.

sively in fields of prior irradiation that were quiescent before
the “recall.” Radiation toxicity may not be evident at the time
of the radiation therapy. Lesions commonly appear within
days to weeks after exposure to the precipitating drug.

The dermatitis improves rapidly with use of topical
steroids and, whenever possible, withdrawal of the pharmaco-
logical agent.’
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Clinical images are chosen because they are particularly intrigu-
ing, classic or dramatic. Submissions of clear, appropriately
labelled high-resolution images must be accompanied by a fig-
ure caption and the patient’s written consent for publication. A
brief explanation (300 words maximum) of the educational sig-
nificance of the images with minimal references is required.
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