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NEURODERMATITIS:
ANOTHER SKIN MYSTERY,

By
Donald J. Wagner

Senior Thesis Presented to the College of Medicine,

University of Nebraska, Omaha, 1945,



INTRODUCTION

Neurodermatitis, although a clear-cut clinical
entity, 1s a dermatologlc dlisorder with numerous
names and of unsettled etlology. It is referred to
in the medical literature as chronlc dlsseminated
neurodermatitis, circumscribed generallized neuro-
dermatitis, atopilc dermatitis, localized neuroderma-
titls, lichen simplex chronicus, lichenification, and
pruritis with lichenification. At present, the two
most popular names are atoplc dermatitis and chronlc
neurodermatltls and, as the terms suggest, each 1s em-
ployed by one or the other of the two principal schools
of thought as regards etiology. In this thesis, the
terms willl be used indiscriminately.

Neurodermatitis, although sti1ll erroneously called
a chronic eczema by many practitioners, first was
mentioned 1n the literature over a century ago. Appar-
ently the first to write on this entity was Robert
Willan, an Englishman who, according to Alexander (1),
in 1808 brlefly discussed the disease and gave it the
name lichenifilcation of the skin. However, the first
good description of neurodermatitls, removing it from the
field of the so-called eczemas, was glven by several

Frenchmen 1n the latter part of the nineteenth century.



Vidal (2), in 1886, gave new impetus to the conception
of the term lichen and suggested the name "lichen sim-
plex chronicus." Brocda (3), in 1891, and with Jacquet
(4), in 1896, reviewed these concepts and suggested the
name "neurodermite," based on probable etlology and
pathogenesis. Besnler (5), in 1892, introduced the
term "prurigo diathesique" to lay emphasis on the con-
stitutional factor in the disorder. Since then, neuro-
dermatitls has been a subject of etlologlc dispute,
principally in American dermatologic circles, during the
last two decades.

Clinically, the plcture of neurodermatitis 1s well
known and 1s approximately as Brocq (3) described it
half a century ago. It 1s a chronic disease of children
and younger adults producing plaque-like hyperpigmented
leslons exaggerating the lines of the skin; sites of
predeliction for the leslons are the antecubltal and
popliteal areas, the sldes and back of the neck, the
axlllas, the shoulders and the thorax. Results from
treatment are dilsappointing, lrradiation glving best re-
lief from itehing--the most marked symptom. However,
this disorder, for the most part, 1s self-limited, usually
abating in middle 1life.

The principal problem in neurodermatitis, at present,

1s determination of etlology so that a satisfactory means



of treatment may be worked out. The purpose of this
thesis is to review the literature, particularly as
concerns etlology and treatment, and to present,
criticize and evaluate the pertinent facts and theoriles.
This dlsease was selected as a thesis subjeet not only
because 1t i1s a common mysterious disturbance of the
skin, but also because it concerns the role of atoplc,
neurogenlc and metabolic factors in disease.
Consequently, the subject will be consldered under
the following main headings: etiology, pathology, diag-

nosis, treatment, and complications and variations.
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