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Abstract

Objectives—To investigate the relation-
ship between clinical findings and the
detection of human papillomavirus
(HPV) DNA in a range of anatomical
sites in patients with and without
anogenital warts.

Subjects—Men and women with a clini-
cal diagnosis of anogenital warts, or a
current partner with anogenital warts.
Setting—A department of genitourinary
medicine in central London.
Methods—The anogenital areas of the
patients were thoroughly examined using
a colposcope before and after application
of acetic acid. Different types of speci-
mens were taken from a variety of
anatomical sites. Superficial skin sam-
pling was performed by the application
of slides covered with “Superglue” (SG)
to clinically normal and abnormal areas
of anogenital skin. The presence of
human cells in the SG samples was con-
firmed by detection of the f-globin gene
using the polymerase chain reaction
(PCR). HPV DNA was extracted from
the specimens and amplified by using
consensus primers with the PCR. HPV
types 6,11,16,18,31 and 33 were identified
by Southern blotting followed by hybrid-
isation.

Results—In women, HPV DNA was
detected in 83% of wart biopsies, 29% of
cervical biopsies, 36% of cervical
scrapes, 25% of urethral loop specimens,
37% of vaginal washes and 33% of rectal
swab specimens. In men, HPV DNA was
detected in 67% of wart biopsies, 37% of
urethral loop specimens and 12% of rec-
tal swab specimens. Of the SG samples
containing the f-globin gene, 49% from
women and 50% from men contained
HPV DNA. HPV DNA was not detected
in buccal scrapes and serum samiples
from women or men. Of all specimens
with detectable HPV DNA, there was
evidence of a single HPV type in 41%,
multiple types in 48% and undetermined
types in 11%. Samples taken from differ-
ent sites of a patient tended to have HPV
types in common. Sexual partners, how-
ever, did not consistently have HPV
types in common.

Conclusions—HPV DNA was distributed
widely in the anogenital area, in warts,
acetowhite areas and clinically normal
skin. The SG technique was well toler-
ated by patients and produced results

consistent with other findings. Sampling
from a single site of the genitalia on one
occasion may significantly underestimate
the infection rate with HPV. Multifocal
infection of the anogenital area with HPV
should be taken into consideration when
interpreting epidemiological studies and
management strategies.

(Genitourin Med 1993;69:450-456)

Introduction

Although there is considerable evidence that
condylomata acuminata are usually sexually
transmitted,! 2 the epidemiology of clinically
inapparent infection with genitotropic human
papillomavirus (HPV) types is less well
understood.? Studies of the uterine cervix
have shown that HPV infection is common,
may not be associated with cytological* or
histological® abnormalities and has epidemio-
logical characteristics which suggest that sex-
ual transmission may not be the only mode of
acquisition.® Furthermore, the relationship
between the detection of HPV and the develop-
ment of histological and/or clinical changes is
imperfectly understood, and the relationship
may vary with time.”

In an attempt to characterise the multifocal
nature of HPV infection and its possible
change with time, we took a variety of sam-
ples over several months from patients with
and without genital warts. The patients com-
prised those. with anogenital warts and . their
partners who may or may not have had warts.
Following extraction of DNA from the speci-
mens, the polymerase chain reaction (PCR)
was used, as this is currently the most sensi-
tive technique for the detection of HPV.®
Southern blotting® was then performed, as it
allows the highly specific confirmation of
DNA sequences produced by the PCR and
enables the type of HPV to be determined.

Patients and methods

COLLECTION OF SPECIMENS

Patients were invited to take part in the study
if either they or their sexual partner had clini-
cally apparent anogenital warts. A standard
history was taken and all patients were
screened for the commonly occurring sexually
transmitted diseases, and treated when appro-
priate. The genital and perigenital areas were
then examined with the naked eye and any
abnormalities documented diagrammatically.



Changes in HPV infection in patients with anogenital warts and thetr partners

After application of 3-5% acetic acid to these
areas, microscopic examination using a Zeiss
colposcope was undertaken.

Informed consent was obtained from the
patients and then samples were taken in the

conventionah manner as-follows: 10-ul-plastic: .-

loops ' Nunc, Gibco, Paisley, Scotland) for

-urethral specimens, Ayre’s spatulas for cer-

vical scrapes and cytological = brushes
(“Cytobrush”, Rocket, London, UK) for
‘endocervical specimens. Anal samples were
obtained by inserting a Cytobrush lcm into
the anal canal and rotating it through 360°.
Tongue depressors were drawn along the
buccal surface of both sides of the mouth to
obtain buccal scrapes. The tips of the sam-
pling instruments used in the aforementioned
procedures were broken off into individual
disposable bottles containing 10 ml of phos-
phate-buffered saline (PBS). A vaginal sam-
ple was obtained by washing the vaginal walls
and cervix with 10ml of normal saline using a
sterile syringe, aspirating the fluid and repeat-
ing the procedure. Blood was obtained using
the “Vacutainer” (Becton Dickinson, Cowley,
UK) system. Superficial layers of the skin
were sampled by using “Superglue” (SG)
cyanoacrylate glue (Bison™, Perfecta Chemie
B.V., Goes, Holland). One drop of SG was
placed on a clean slide which was immedi-
ately applied to the skin. After one minute,
the slide was gently removed and placed in an
individual slide box. This procedure was well
tolerated by patients. If possible, SG samples
were taken from areas of skin containing
warts, or areas of skin including acetowhite
changes. Biopsies of the external genital area
were taken by the skin snip technique!® fol-
lowing local anaesthesia. Biopsy specimens
were taken from warts and acetowhite areas
in women but only from warts in men.
Cervical biopsy samples were obtained by
cervical biopsy forceps without anaesthesia.
Biopsy specimens were placed in PBS for
DNA analysis and in formal saline for
histopathological assessment.

Strict precautions against contamination of
the specimens by HPVs were taken. All sam-
pling instruments, except those used for tak-
ing biopsy specimens, were sterile and
disposable. Biopsy specimens were taken with
re-usable equipment which was hand-washed,
placed in an ultrasonic cleaner (Olympus
Keymed KS-2; Keymed; Southend on Sea,
UK) for 15 min and autoclaved at 134°C for
20 min (Little Sister 2, Eschmann Bros &
Walsh Ltd, Lancing, UK) before re-use. All
specimens were collected using a “no touch”
technique and placed in sterile, disposable
bottles prior to analysis.

To facilitate interpretation of results, speci-
mens were divided into three groups.
“Biopsy” specimens consisted of specimens
from clinically abnormal and acetowhite
areas. SG specimens consisted of samples
obtained using the SG technique. The term

- “non-biopsy” is used to describe all other
types of specimens. -

Clinically apparent warts were treated in
the usual manner for the clinic, namely, the
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application of liquid nitrogen and 15%
podophyllin, both twice weekly until clinical
disappearance. Warts that recurred were
treated in a similar manner and any subse-
quent recurrence managed by excision under

-Joeat amaesthesia. -

Padents were counselled and kept fully
informed of any abnormality. ‘Male -patients
and male partners of patients were advised to
use condoms for the whole study period.

PROCESSING OF SPECIMENS

In order to avoid cross-contamination of DNA
products, preparation of reagents, processing
of patient material, and the PCR and
Southern blotting took place in separate
rooms. Positive displacement pipettes or sin-
gle-use Pasteur pipettes were used for distrib-
uting reagents for the PCR and for adding the
DNA samples to the reaction mixtures.
Positive and negative controls were included
in each experiment, including the SG samples.

DNA EXTRACTION

Wart and biopsy specimens were placed in
320 ul of lysis buffer containing 160 ul of 2 X
Summers’ buffer, pH 8:0 (40 mM TRIS-
HCI, 0-3M NaCl and 20 mM EDTA-tetra
sodium salt), 100 ul of double distilled H,O
(ddH,0), 32 ul of pronase E (10mg/ml), 28
ul of 2:5% sodium dodecyl sulphate (SDS)
and 4 ul of t-RNA (0-8mg/ml). Sterile glass
beads were added to the biopsy specimens
to facilitate the disruption of cells during
vortexing.

SG slides were abraded with a sterile dis-
posable scalpel blade and the resulting mater-
ial immersed in 320 ul of lysis buffer. SDS in
the lysis buffer dissolved the cyanoacrylate in
the specimen, releasing the sample material
into the buffer.

Wart, biopsy and SG specimens were incu-
bated in the buffer at 37°C overnight to help
cells and disrupt proteins. DNA was isolated
from the specimens using phenol extraction,
followed by a chloroform-isoamyl alcohol
(24:1) extraction and ethanol precipitation
for 1 hr at —70°C. The DNA peliet was col-
lected after centrifugation for 10 min at
10,000 g, washed briefly with 70% ethanol
and dried under vacuum for 30 min. The
resulting pellet was then resuspended in 40 ul
ddH,0 and stored at —70°C until further
analysis.

Urethral loops, cervical and buccal scrapes
and Cytobrush specimens were agitated in 10
ml of PBS, of which 1-5 ml was subsequently
used for analysis. Vaginal washes were tested
directly. These samples were subsequently
denatured by heating to 95°C for 10 min and
then centrifuged at 10,000 g for 2 min to
remove cellular debris and other extraneous
material. The supernatant fluid was then used
for the PCR.

Blood samples were centrifuged at 2000
rpm for 5 min and the serum decanted. This
was used directly for the PCR.

DETECTION OF S-GLOBIN GENE
In order to determine whether human DNA
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HPV-6 HPV-6
HPV-11 HPV-1I
HPV-16 HPV-16
HPV-18 HPV-18
MRC-5 MRC-5
ddH,0 ddH,0

OX174 oX174
SG/AW LLMN-F3 CS-F3
SG/LLMJ-F3 CW-F3
SG/F-F3 W-F3
SG/C-F3 RC-F3

BS-F3 SG/P-F2

Figure 1 Ethidium bromide staining of agarose gel
comprising positive controls (HPV types 6,11,16 and 18),
negative controls (MRC-5 fibroblasts and ddH,0),
molecular weight marker $X174 (X174 DNA cut with
Hae III enzyme) and specimens of DNA from patient F3.
Abbreviations for the specimen descriptions are as follows:
SG = Superglue specimen; AW = specimen taken from
acetowhite area; LLMN = left labium minus; LLM¥ =
left labium majus; F = fourchette; C = clitoris; BS =
buccal smear; CS = cervical scrape; CW = cervical wart;
W = external wart; RC = rectal cytobrush; P = perianal
area. Positive results seen for HPV controls, SG specimens
from the fourchette and perianal area, as well as an
acetowhite area on the left labium minus. Cervical scrape,
cervical wart and vulval wart specimens also contain HPV
DNA.

was detectable in the SG samples, part of the
human f-globin gene was amplified.
Amplification was carried out using 100 ul of
reaction mixture containing 50mM KCl, 10
mM TRIS-HCI pH 8-3, 0-01% w/v gelatin,
200 uM each of dATP, dCTP, dGTP, and
dTTP, 3-5 mM MgCl,, 2-5 units of Taq poly-
merase (GIBCO-BRL, Paisley, Scotland) and
0-2 uM each of two S-globin primers!! (kindly
provided by the Medical Research Council
AIDS Directed Programme): f-globin (14-
33) ADP894-1/LA1-N: 5'ACA CAA CTG
TGT TCA CTA GG 3’ and f-globin (123-
104) ADP 894-2/1.A2-C: 5'CAA CTT CAT
CCA CGT TCA CC 3'. The specimens were
then subjected to 40 cycles of amplification.
Each cycle included denaturation at 94°C for
30 s, primer annealing at 55°C for 30 s and
chain elongation at 72°C for 60 s. Positive
controls were a fibroblast line derived from
embryonic lung tissue (MRC-5) and an
epithelial cell line derived from cervical carci-
noma tissue (HelLa-229). ddH,0 was used as
a negative control.

SG/G-M3 '
SG/LLMIJ-FS5 SG/F-F2
SG/RL}/IJ-FS [ ] gg? gl;;

G/5-M2 .
SG/RLMIJ-FI SG, SH-M
SG/LLMIJ-F1 SG,/ S-Ml

OX174 X174

SG/SH-M5 ddH70

SG/G-M5 MRC-5
SG/LLMIJ-F7 HPV -18
SG/RLMJ-F7 . HPV -16

SG/P-F17 HPV-11

SG/P-Ml HPV-6

Figure 2 Hybridisation of PCR products with HPV type
11-specific probe on nylon membrane following Southern
blot. Abbreviations as for fig 1 and as follows: G = glans;
RLMY = right labium majus; S = scrotum; SH = shaft.
Positive results seen for HPV type 11 control, SG specimen
Jfrom the scrotum of patient M2 and SG specimen from the
Jfourcherte of patient F2.
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DETECTION OF HPV DNA

In the case of SG samples, only those con-
taining detectable human f-globin DNA were
tested for HPV DNA, whereas all specimens
obtained by other methods were tested. The
DNA extracted was amplified by 40 cycles of
the PCR using general primers GP5 and GP6
which amplifies DNA from HPV types 6, 11,
16, 18, 31 and 33.!? Amplification was car-
ried out using 100 ul of reaction mixture con-
taining 50 mM KCl, 10 mM Tris HCI pH
8:3, 3 mM MgCl,, 0-:01% w/v gelatin, 200
pumoles each of dGTP, dATP, dTTP and
dCTP, 10 umoles each of GP5 and GP6'
primers and 2-5 units of Taq polymerase
(GIBCO-BRL, Paisley, Scotland). This mix-
ture was overlaid with 100 ul of mineral oil to
prevent water loss and subjected to 40 cycles
of amplification using a PCR processor
(Hybaid, Teddington, UK). Each cycle
included denaturation at 94°C for 20 s,
annealing at 40°C for 60 s and chain elonga-
tion at 72°C for 20 s. Samples containing 100
pg of the full length genome of HPV types 6,
11, 16 and 18 were used as positive controls.
Negative controls were a fibroblast line
(MRC-5) and ddH,O (fig 1). Detection of
the products of the PCR was by agarose gel
electrophoresis, confirmed by Southern blot-
ting'> and hybridisation with radiolabelled
oligonucleotide probes.!* Positive controls
were full length genomic probes for HPV
types 6, 11, 16 and 18. Negative controls
were MRC-5, ddH,0 and “Superglue”.
Examples of this can be seen in figs 2 and 3.

Results

CHARACTERISTICS OF PATIENTS

Nine women and nine men took part in the
study. All patients were heterosexual. The
mean age of the women was 24-0 years (range
16-1 to 36-2) and that of the men 28-4 years
(range 229 to 36-3). Clinical details of the
patients are shown in tables 1 and 2; there
were four pairs of partners (F1-M3, F2-M8,

B- F4 HPV -6
W-Fl ~ HPV-11
B-F5 ®
B-F7
BM2 #
B-F8
BX174
SHW-M3

W-EF3 ’f b
W- M6
W- F6

GW-M3

W-F9 ‘.

Figure 3  Hybridisation of PCR products with HPV type
11-spectfic probe on nylon membrane following Southern
blot. Abbreviations as for fig 1 and as follows: B = biopsy,
SHW = shaft wart; GW = glans wart; CB = cervical
biopsy; VB = vulval biopsy. In women, biopsies were
either from acetowhite areas or from clinically apparent
warts. In men biopsies were always taken from clinically
apparent warts. Positive results seen for HPV type 11
control, biopsies from patients M2 and F2, and warts from
F9 and M4.
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Table 1 Clinical, histological and cytological details of female patients

Sites of Sttes of Status Cervical
visible acetowhite of biopsy:
Pt warts change partner histological changes
F1 none cervix warts (M3)§ NAD
F2 fourchette cervix warts (M8)§ ns
F3 fourchette, cervix labia warts (M2)§ CIN 1, WVI
F4 fourchette, cervix cervix, labia warts NAD
F5 fourchette, cervix labia, cervix no warts koil
Fé6 none cervix no warts NCI
F7 none labia no warts (M9)§ ns
F8 none labia warts ns
F9 fourchette, labia labia no warts ns
Abbreviations used in tables:

Pt = patient code.
§ = partner in the study as indicated.
ns = no specimen obtained.
NAD = no histological or cytological abnormality detected.

wart = histological changes of condylomatous wart virus infection.
CIN 1 = cervical intraepithelial neoplasia grade 1.

NCI = histological changes of non-condylomatous HPV infection.
koil = koilocytic atypia.
Time = duration in months since first sample taken.

neg = HPV types 6, 11, 16, 18, 31 and 33 not detected.

* = biopsy from clinically apparent wart.

+= specimen contained HPV of types other than those tested for; - = f-globin gene not
detected.
— = HPV of indicated type not detected.

Table 2 Clinical and histological details of male patients

Sttes of Sites of Status

visible acetowhite  of
P warts change partner
M1 shaft none cervical dysplasia
M2 shaft, inguinal glans warts (F3)§
M3 shaft glans no warts (F1)§
M4 meatus, glans glans no warts
M5 shaft, inguinal none no warts
Mé6 corona corona warts
M7 shaft, glans ans warts
M8 shaft ans warts (F2)§
M9 glans glans no warts (F7)§

F3-M2 and F7-M9), the partners of the
other patients not being available for study.
Patient F6 was referred by her general practi-
tioner because of a suspicion of genital warts
seen at the time of taking a cervical scrape.
There was no evidence of anogenital warts at
the time of assessment in the clinic, but a
papillary lesion noted in the vagina was biop-
sied and found to be a skin tag. Four women
(F1, F2, F5 and F7) and two men (M1 and
M2) did not have skin biopsies. Apart from
these, all other biopsies taken from clinically
apparent warts were confirmed histologically
as such. Biopsy of acetowhite changes on the
labia of patient F8 showed changes of HPV
infection.
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OCCURRENCE OF HPV DNA IN BIOPSY,
NON-BIOPSY AND SG SPECIMENS

Biopsy specimens

HPV DNA was detected in five (83%) of six
biopsy specimens, with histological evidence
of HPV infection, from women (tables 1 and
3) and in six (67%) of nine from men (table
4). None of four biopsies of acetowhite areas
in the women contained HPV DNA, nor did
the biopsy of the skin tag (table 3). Two
(29%) of seven cervical biopsies contained
HPV DNA, of which one was histologically
abnormal (tables 1 and 3).

Non-biopsy specimens
In women (table 3), HPV DNA was detected
in the following specimens: four (36%) of 11
cervical scrapes, two (25%) of eight from the
urethra, three (37%) of eight from the vagina,
two (33%) of six from the rectum and none
of five buccal scrapes (patients F1, F2, F3,
F4 and F7). Patients F4 and F5 had border-
line cervical cytological changes. Both these
cervical samples contained HPV DNA (table
3).
In men (table 4), HPV DNA was detected
in the following specimens: three (37%) of 8
from the urethra, 1 (12%) of 8 from the rec-
tum and none of five buccal scrapes (patients
M1, M2, M3, M6 and M9).

Serum samples from all nine men and six
of the nine women did not contain HPV
DNA.

SG specimens

Forty SG samples were taken from women
(table 5) and 41 from men (table 4). Thirty-
seven (92%) of those from women and 18
(44%) of those from men contained the -
globin gene. Of the samples containing the f-
globin gene, 18 (49%) from women and nine
(50%) from men contained HPV DNA,
detection rates which compare favourably
with those of non-biopsy procedures.

Of SG samples from acetowhite areas,
HPV DNA was detected in those from the
labia of four of five women (tables 1 and 5)
and in those from the glans of two of four
men (tables 2 and 4).

Of the six men with shaft warts (table 2),
HPV DNA was detected in the shaft SG
specimens of four of the five men whose shaft

Table 3 HPV DNA in biopsy and non-biopsy specimens from women in relation to types of specimens and times at

which taken
HPV DNA in sites and types of specimen indicated
) Vulval Cervical Cervical Urethral Vaginal Rectal
P Time biopsy biopsy scrape loop wash swab
F1 0 neg 6 ns neg neg neg
4 neg neg neg neg neg ns
12 ns ns neg ns neg ns
F2 2 6,11, 31* ns ns ns ns ns
ns neg neg ns 18, 31 6,11
F3 0 6, 11* ns 6, 11,33 6, 11,33 ns ns
2 6, 11* 6, 11* neg ns ns ns
F4 0 6* neg* 6 6 + 6
F5 0 neg* neg* 6 neg ns ns
Fé6 0 neg ns neg neg neg neg
F7 0 neg ns + neg 16 ns
F8 0 neg neg neg ns ns neg
F9 0 6, 11* neg neg neg neg neg
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Table 4 HPV DNA in biopsy, non-biopsy and SG specimens from men in relation to types of specimens and times at

which taken
HPV DNA in sites and types of specimen indicated
SG specimens from

P Time Biopsy Urethral loop  Rectal swab Glans Shaft Scrotum Anus
M1 0 ns ns ns B B ns neg

7 ns ns ns B 18 neg '3
M2 0 ns ns neg B Iia 6,11, 18 B

4 6,11 6 neg neg ns ns ns
M3 0 neg ns ns neg 18 ns ns

4 ns neg neg neg neg B ns
M4 0 6,11 6,11,16 6,11 6,11 + ns I's

3 ns ns ns neg B B B
M5 0 6 neg neg 18 6 ns ns
M6 0 6 neg neg 6, 31 B ns ns
M7 0 ns ns ns I3 2 ns ns

1 6, 33 6 neg ns ns ns ns

2 6,11 ns ns ns ns ns ns

3 ns ns ns B neg ' B
M8 0 neg neg neg B 18 ns neg
M9 0 6 neg ns B '3 B

SG wart specimens contained the f-globin
gene (table 4). Similarly, HPV DNA was-
detected in the fourchette SG samples from
all 3 women with fourchette warts who had
this sample taken (tables 1 and 5).

HPV DNA AND TYPES IN RELATION TO SAMPLE
SITE AND TIME OF SAMPLING

Site and time of sampling

Of the 12 possible sites in women (tables 3
and 5) from which samples could have been
taken on each occasion, 0-8 (mean 2-8) con-
tained HPV DNA. Of the eight possible sites
in men (table 4) from which samples could
have been taken on each occasion, 1-5 (mean
1-:25) contained HPV DNA.

Of the 8 patients from whom samples were
taken on more than one occasion (tables
3-5), five had HPV DNA detected in fewer
sites and two in more sites than when first
seen. In one patient, the number of sites in

which HPV DNA was detected initially
increased, but then decreased.

‘ Types of HPV detected

Of the 56 samples in which HPV DNA was
detected, 23 (41%) had evidence of infection
with a single type, 27 (48%) with multiple
types and six (11%) with undetermined types
(tables 2-5).

The distribution of HPV types in the vari-
ous categories of specimens from women and
men is shown in table 6. HPV types 6 and 11
were found most frequently in the majority of
specimen categories. However, the other
types sought were found predominantly in the
non-biopsy and SG specimen categories.

Samples taken from different sites of the
same patient frequently contained the same
HPV type. This is illustrated by samples from
patients F4 and M4, the majority of which
contained HPV type 6. However, in patients

Table 5 HPV DNA findings in SG specimens from women in relation to types of specimens and times at which taken

HPV DNA in SG specimens from

Pt Time Left labia Right labia - Fourchette Clitoris Anus
F1 0 neg neg ns ns neg

4 + 18 ns ns +

12 neg neg neg ns neg

F2 0 6,11, 33 33 6,11, 33 ns 18, 33

4 6 neg neg B ns
F3 0 6,11, 18,33 ns ns ns 6,11

2 neg neg + neg ns
F4 0 6,11 6, 16, 18 ns ns 6,11,18
F5 0 6 neg 6 ns ns
Fé6 0 ns B neg neg ns
F7 0 neg neg neg ns neg
F8 0 ns ns ns ns ns
F9 0 6,11 B 11 ns ns

Table 6 HPV type in relation to types of specimens

Number of times (%) HPV of specified type in given sample type

Women
Men

HPV External Cervical
type wart biopsy Non-biopsy SG Wart Non-biopsy SG

6 5 (50) 2 (67) 7 (41) 11 (34) 7 (64) 4(57) 4(31)
11 4 (40) 1(33) 317 8 (24) 3 (27) 2 (29) 2 (15'5)
16 — — 1(6) 1(3) — 1(14) —
18 — — 1 (6) 5 (15) — — 5 (38'5)
31 1(10) — 1 (6) — — — 1(7-5)
33 — — 2(12) 5 (15) 1(9) . —

_1 (7'5)

- 309 —
Total 10 (100) 3 (100) .11 (100) 33 (100) 11 (100) 7 (100) 13 (100)
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in whom multiple HPV types were detected,
not all the types were found in each
specimen.

HPYV in pairs of partners

Partner pairs F1-M3, F2-M8 and F3-M2
had HPV types in common. Partner pair
F7-M9 did not (tables 3-5).

Discussion

The PCR allows the detection of very small
quantities of DNA,’ so that strenuous efforts
must be taken to avoid contamination of
specimens. The combination of strict clinical
and laboratory protocols, repeated use of
positive and negative controls throughout
the experiments, together with the use of
Southern blotting and hybridisation to confirm
results give us confidence in their validity.

HPVs have been detected in biopsy speci-
mens from genital warts,'> acetowhite areas'®
and normal genital skin.'” They have also
been found in cervical scrapes from women
with warts,'® urethral samples,'*? vaginal
samples,?! 22 rectal swabs,? buccal scrapes*
and serum samples.?® All these specimens, as
well as SG samples, were included in our
study in order to investigate the multifocal
nature of anogenital HPV infections. The SG
technique has been used to assess changes in
the stratum corneum.? In our study, this
technique was chosen as it allowed the sam-
pling of the skin surface with minimal
trauma. Not only is this process more accept-
able to patients than formal biopsy, but it also
allows the monitoring of HPV-induced
changes without inducing the marked inflam-
matory response associated with biopsy. Such
a response may alter the natural history of
HPV infection”” and thus assessment of the
natural history should involve a sampling
process which minimises this induced
response. Although the number of cells har-
vested by the SG technique is small, the use
of the PCR for the detection of the human f-
globin gene allowed us to confirm that
human cells were present and thus observe as
closely as possible the natural history of HPV
infection.

The detection of HPV DNA in 11 (65%)
of 17 biopsies with histological evidence of
HPYV infection is consistent with the findings
of some,'” although the proportion is smaller
than that found by others.!” Infection with
HPYV types other than those sought by us is a
possible explanation for this small proportion
and is supported by the large numbers of
specimens noted to contain untyped HPVs.

The detection of HPV DNA in 12-36% of
non-biopsy specimens suggests that they are
valuable to obtain. Cervical scrapes have been
investigated frequently for the presence of
HPV DNA but, until recently, few other
specimen types had been assessed. In fact,
our data suggest that other non-biopsy speci-
men types are just as likely to contain HPV
DNA as cervical scrapes.

The proportion of SG samples containing
the f-globin gene was much larger in women
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than in men. However, the proportion of f-
globin-containing SG samples containing
HPV DNA did not differ between men and
women. It is possible that this observation
may be related to the fact that the skin of the
male external genitalia is more cornified than
the female counterpart. The surface layers of
cornified skin predominantly contain anucle-
ate squames which do not contain the g-glo-
bin gene. The ability to harvest infected cells
by the SG method was confirmed by the
observation that the majority of SG samples
taken from areas with clinically apparent
warts contained HPV DNA.

The presence of HPV DNA in f-globin
containing SG samples from areas which did
not develop acetowhite staining is consistent
with the finding of HPV DNA in histologi-
cally normal skin.!” Furthermore, it suggests
that staining with acetic acid may have lim-
ited value in evaluating the extent of infection
with HPV and in assessing response to treat-
ment. It is possible that areas without ace-
towhite changes but with detectable HPV
DNA may represent passive contamination of
the skin with HPV from another site of the
patient, or from a sexual partner; or they may
represent infection of the epithelium with
HPV which has not produced sufficient cellu-
lar changes to generate visible changes follow-
ing the application of acetic acid. The failure
to detect HPV DNA in four biopsies and in
three of nine SG samples from acetowhite
areas is consistent with the knowledge?® that
not all acetowhite areas develop as a result of
infection with HPV. Furthermore, the finding
of HPV DNA in only four of six f-globin-
containing SG samples from men with ace-
towhite areas of the glans is in agreement
with the suggestion? that acetowhite changes
of the glans may develop as a result of sub-
clinical balanitis not related to infection with
HPV.

The frequent occurrence of multiple HPV
infections has been disputed,® but our data
concerning the co-existence of multiple HPV
types are consistent with those of others.?!
For a given patient, specific HPV types were
frequently found in common in biopsy, non-
biopsy and SG specimens, as were multiple
HPV types. The failure to show cross-
hybridisation during the repeated experi-
ments in which there were positive and
negative controls indicates that the observa-
tions regarding multiple HPV types are not
spurious.

The persistence of HPV at various sample
sites after treatment supports the findings of
others® that treatment of clinical and histo-
logical abnormalities may not necessarily
eradicate infection. It is likely that persistent
infection explains, at least in part, the high
recurrence rate of warts regardless of the
method of treatment.?> However, the occur-
rence of common HPV types in sexual part-
ners noted in the current study and
previously,!* suggests that there may be an
opportunity for reinfection also to play a role
in the persistence of disease.

Multifocal infection of the anogenital area
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is recognised to occur in infection with
Neisseria gonorrhoeae, Chlamydia trachomatis®*
and, most recently, human papillomavirus."
Furthermore, neoplasia of the female anogen-
ital tract, a condition thought to be related to
HPV infection,” is frequently multifocal.®
Our data suggest that, if a sample had been
taken from only one site, and at only one
time, the occurrence of HPV infection,
including infection with multiple HPV types,
would have been underestimated. To deter-
mine the true extent of anogenital HPV infec-
tion, multiple samples need to be taken,
possibly over several months. Studies in
which single sites are sampled may lead to a
serious underestimate of the rate of infection
with HPV.

Samples from clinically uninfected areas
contained a larger proportion of the “high
risk” HPV types, namely types 16 and 18,
than the “low risk” HPV types, 6 and 11,
found predominantly in warts. This differ-
ence was particularly marked in the samples
obtained by the SG technique. The prepon-
derance of “high risk” HPV types in speci-
mens other than those taken from clinically
apparent warts has been noted previously, for
example in specimens obtained from ace-
towhite areas,* cervical scrapes'® and urethral
swab specimens.!®?” OQur understanding of the
epidemiology of anogenital HPV infection, in
particular the development of neoplasia, must
take into account the detection of HPV in
specimens from areas without clinically
apparent disease. The problem has arisen
because of the use of the highly sensitive PCR
which is capable of detecting a few virus par-
ticles. Other factors, including quantity of
virus present and host immunity,” may be at
least as important as the mere presence of a
few viral particles in the development of any
clinical abnormalities. However, only by
obtaining a clear understanding of the epi-
demiology of anogenital HPV infections will
it be possible to develop rational approaches
to their management.
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