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Abstract
Acyclovir-resistant herpes simplex virus (HSV) has become increasingly common, particularly
among patients with human immunodeficiency virus (HIV). We present a case of acyclovir-resistant
HSV treated with intralesional cidofovir.

REPORT OF A CASE
A 34-year-old HIV-positive man with a known history of recurrent genital HSV infection
presented with an exophytic, left-sided nasal lesion with ulceration. Multiple biopsy specimens
only showed extensive granulation tissue, and an indurated, ulcerated plaque recurred and
progressed despite surgical removal and corticosteroid injections. His viral load at that time
was undetectable, and his CD4 lymphocyte count was 400 cells/μL (to convert to X 109/L,
multiply by 0.001). He had been treated for 3 years with antiretroviral therapy and had
responded well.

Fifteen months later the nasal lesion extended to the other nares and was again biopsied.
Findings from pathologic examination showed HSV changes, as well as abundant granulation
tissue without evidence of T-cell lymphoma or infection (Figure 1). As an outpatient this patient
had been treated on multiple occasions with oral acyclovir for genital herpes simplex infections,
without improvement of the nasal lesion. Despite subsequent treatment with intravenous (IV)
acyclovir and a partial rhinectomy, the mass again recurred (Figure 2A). The patient was treated
on multiple occasions with IV acyclovir, vancomycin hydrochloride, and further debridement.
Results from repeated biopsies confirmed continued HSV infection and suggested clinical
resistance to acyclovir. The patient began treatment with IV cidofovir and had slow, yet
significant improvement of the lesion, with almost total clearance after 6 weeks of treatment.
However, with the patient off therapy, the lesion quickly recurred, with rapid progression
toward the lower eyelid, and treatment with IV cidofovir was again instituted (Figure 2B).
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Given the rapid progression of the lesion while off treatment, combined with risk of renal toxic
effects with long term use of IV cidofovir, the clinicians considered other treatment options.

THERAPEUTIC CHALLENGE
Although antiviral resistance in HSV has not been a major problem in immunocompetent
patients, the problem of acyclovir resistance in immunocompromised patients is well
documented. In these patients, alternative nucleoside analogues including cidofovir and
pyrophosphate analogues such as foscarnet sodium have been used intravenously. However,
the risk of adverse events, most prominently compromise of kidney function, makes these
medications challenging to use. In our case the destruction of the patient’s nose and the
persistence of HSV prompted us to consider all alternative local and systemic therapies (Figure
2). The idea for his subsequent treatment came from otolaryngologic consultation.

SOLUTION
The treating otolaryngologist suggested, after collaboration with infectious disease specialists,
an alternate strategy from the ear, nose, and throat literature and applied it to this patient’s
cutaneous HSV lesions.1 In the field of otolaryngology, cidofovir has been used intralesionally
for laryngeal papillomatosis. Laryngeal papillomas are recurrent benign growths caused by
human papillomavirus. 2 In patients with papillomas, intralesional (IL) cidofovir has been
demonstrated to be effective in treating disease and alleviating the need in many for surgical
excision. Importantly, patients receiving IL cidofovir do not show increased risk of adverse
events3 including kidney dysfunction, nor are they at increased risk of malignancy. 4 Many
patients have been observed for 10 years after therapy. After restarting IV cidofovir therapy,
there was only minimal improvement in the lesion. At this point, our patient started to receive
concurrent IL injections (75 mg/mL, diluted 1:4 with saline [2 mL of cidofovir in 8 mL of
isotonic sodium chloride solution]) every 2 weeks for 3 injections. The lesion and surrounding
tissue were infiltrated intradermally with a total of 10 mL of diluted cidofovir. The IL injection
was performed in the outpatient setting without anesthesia and was well tolerated. The patient
had monitoring of his creatinine and glomerular filtration rate on a weekly basis throughout
both IV and IL cidofovir therapy and for 2 months after completion of therapy. After initiating
IL cidofovir therapy, a great improvement of the lesion was noted.

After a 6-week treatment interruption and enlargement of the lesion, the concentration of the
cidofovir injections was increased (75 mg/mL, diluted 1:1 with saline). Over the next 4 to 5
months, the lesion began to regress again. Intravenous cidofovir therapy was stopped owing
to renal toxic effects 6 months after initial IL cidofovir therapy and 3 months after restarting
IL cidofovir therapy. Our patient received only IL injections for 3 months after discontinuing
IV cidofovir therapy on a monthly basis, with continued improvement in the lesion and
recovery of his renal function (Figure 2C). As of this writing, the patients had completed IL
cidofovir therapy 3 months prior and has been stable for 5 months, with a hypertrophic scar,
and no HSV lesions have recurred (Figure 2D). In total, he received 6 months of combined IV
and IL cidofovir therapy followed by 3 months of only IL therapy. A significant additional
benefit was noted when IL injections were started, and considerable improvement continued
with only IL injections.

COMMENT
We report the first case, to our knowledge, of acyclovir-resistant HSV treated with IL cidofovir.
There is a precedent for using topical cidofovir, 1% and 3%, in dermatology for cutaneous
HSV,5 human papillomavirus,6 and molluscum contagiosum.7 Intravenous cidofovir is also
used in patients with acyclovir-resistant HSV skin disease.8,9 We decided that IL therapy would
provide a more efficient and direct source of medication for this patient’s lesions because his
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response to the IV cidofovir seemed to be waning. Additional concern for nephrotoxicity was
also considered. Cidofovir is a nucleoside analogue antiviral drug with broad spectrum activity
against DNA viruses. It works by inactivating viral DNA polymerase. Pharmacokinetics has
been reported for IV administration of cidofovir, but only bioavailability studies have been
performed for topical and subcutaneous administration of cidofovir. On intact rabbit skin, the
bioavailability of radiolabeled cidofovir has been shown to be 0.2% to 2.1% and is enhanced
with vehicles containing propylene glycol.10 On nonintact skin, bioavailability increases to
41%. When given subcutaneously to African green monkeys (Cercopithecus aethiops), the
bioavailability has been shown to be 98% without increase in systemic adverse effects.11

Similar studies show 91.5% bioavailability of subcutaneous bioavailability in rats.12 There
have been no direct comparisons of skin tissue availability for IV or subcutaneous
administration. A review of the otorhinology literature for children and adults receiving IL
cidofovir for laryngeal papillomas showed that administration of IL cidofovir was safe, without
increased risk of dysplasia or carcinoma. Increased bioavailability combined with greater
safety enabled successful treatment of disfiguring HSV in an HIV-positive patient.

Our patient had completed therapy 3 months prior to this writing and has been free from HSV
infection for 5 months. Intralesional therapy enabled us to treat the HSV lesion resistant to
acyclovir therapy without further compromising this patient’s renal function. This patient will
undergo reconstructive surgery after 6 months of being clear of HSV infection.
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Figure 1.
Photomicrograph depicting biopsy specimen showing viral cytopathic change and
multinucleated giant cells (hematoxylin-eosin, original magnification X400).
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Figure 2.
Progression of patient’s herpes simplex virus lesion. A, Initial lesion after debridement. B,
Recurrence of lesion after treatment with intravenous cidofovir. C, Progression of lesion after
initiation of intralesional cidofovir. D, Skin lesion after final treatment with intralesional
cidofovir.
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