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Hyperpigmentation of Tongue Associated with Hepatitis C Treatment
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Case Report

A 55-year-old white woman receiving peginterferon alfa-
2a (180 mg) and ribavirin (1200 mg) combination therapy for
hepatitis C virus (HCV; genotype 1b) infection complained of a
burning sensation and discomfort in her tongue in the second
month, and tongue hyperpigmentation in the fourth month of
the therapy. Physical examination revealed hyperpigmentation
on the lateral and dorsal parts of the tongue (Figure 1). There
was no hyperpigmentation on any other part of her body.
Tongue biopsy was performed to exclude other causes, which
revealed minimal parakeratosis, irregular acanthosis, melanin
pigment and macrophage accumulation of subepithelial con-
nective tissue, and also focal chronic inflammation (Figure 2).

Figure 1. Physical examination showed hyperpigmentati-
on on the lateral and dorsal parts of the tongue

No other reason was detected for hyperpigmentation. At the
beginning of the therapy, HCV RNA level was 5.54 x 10° [U/
mL. Therapy was continued for 48 weeks. She was negative
for HCV RNA in the first month after the therapy, but positive
in the third and sixth months after the therapy. Despite active
HCV infection, the tongue hyperpigmentation resolved com-
pletely after the end of the therapy.

Discussion

Skin changes such as lichen planus, porphyria cutanea tar-
da, chronic pruritus, and cutaneous necrotising vasculitis can
be seen during the course of HCV infection. However, tongue
hyperpigmentation is extremely rarely reported. Interferons
increase the expression of surface melanocyte-stimulating
hormone (MSH) receptors and in this way, via MSH, increase
melanin pigment production. Herein we report a white wom-
an with hyperpigmentation of her tongue during peginterfer-
on alfa-2a plus ribavirin therapy. Our case suggests that either
interferon alone or together with ribavirin may be responsible
for hyperpigmentation in HCV infection.
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Figure 2. Tongue biopsy revealed minimal parakeratosis,
irregular akanthosis, melanin pigment and macrophage ac-
cumulation of subepithelial tissue, and also focal chronic
inflamation
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