
Rapid Cytological Diagnosis
of Skin Diseases in the Family
Physician's Ofnce

Curriculum Vitae

l ) r , '1rn i<: l t r t i  u ,os bont  .J .J  _t 'er , t rs

ugo irt lsrael attrl qucrli.fi<:r} tts o

mcrlit;ul rloclrtr at t/ta.f'o<:ttlt.1, o.f

tn.cd icittt: ttf' th<: 7?c'lt niart Isrttet

( I 99O ) . f )ttr ing .f ltur yecr rs rlf '

res l denc.t ' l te hns p ubl isltcrl . iO

1)0tp(rs irt l tedical .fc:trt 'nnls. I le

hus ctlstt ltrcst:tt!ed l)(;t,pcrs ut

ndl  i t t t t r t l  t . t t t t l  i t t t t : rnot !  i r . tnot l

c'rtrli,rz,nt;<,s.

Department of Dermatology
Sorol<a Medical Center
Beer-Sheva 84101
lsrael

S u m m a r y

Tzanck snle&r is a useful test u;hich
can be easilE performed and i,nter-
preted by the fami,Ly physi,ci,an for
the rapi,d di,agnosi,s oJ seaeral skin
diseases. Thi,s simple technique i,s
erplained and eualuated.

l n t r oduc t i on

Cytologic diagnostic studies reported
by Tzanck in 1947 are used widely by
physicians with access to pathologic
services.l Tzanck smear can be used
in the rapid diagnosis of skin diseases
including infections, especially viral,
bul lous diseases and skin
malignancies.

M e t h o d s

This simple technique, known as the
Tzanck smear, was summarised by
Blank.' One should gently uncover the
bl ister and remove any excess
purulent material. The base must be
scraped very gently, either by a flat
bladed probe or with a dull scalpel.
The mater ia l  ob ta ined shou ld  be
smeared on  a  c lean s l ide .  I t  i s
important not only to avoid gross
purulent contaminat ion but also
excessive bleeding. After the material
has been placed on the slide, it is fixed
to the slide by gently placing it in a
bath containing 90% alcohol for 30
minutes. Alternatively, the material
can be fixed by carefully spraying the
surface of the slide with hair-spray
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which contains approximatelY 80%

ethanol. The slide is stained with the

standard Papanicolau reagents and is

then examined by light microscope

under low and high magnification to

search out the fields of diagnostically

important material and to learn the
general character ofthe lesion. The

cytologic details can be seen under

high power, or in special

circumstances under oil immersion.

lermanent fixation can be made bY

clearing with xylol  and cover

slipping.'P

C y t o l o g i c a l  F i n d i n g s

Cytologic studies are most useful in

the diagnosis of v iral  diseases,

especially of the herpes group. The

characteristic findings is giant

multinucleated epithelial cells (Fig 1).

This procedure is especially useful

when the clinical appearance is not

typical  in cases of non-mucosal

herpes simplex, generalised herpes

zoster and early lesions ofvaricella.

Unfortunately,  i t  is impossible to

differentiate between these diseases

by cytologic technique alone as all of

the diseases ofthe herpes group have

identical cytological findings.''3''

The cytologic diagnostic procedure

also has much value in rapid diagnosis

of molluscum contagiosum, especially

when the clinical appearance is not

classical. The diagnosis is made by

the presence of regular,  large oval

eos inoph i l i c  bod ies  (F ig  2 ) .  The

Shel ly 's procedure can also be
performed, by squashing the PastY
core of the lesion between two

microscope slides, staining it and then

looking for the vir ions.u In other

infections of the poxvirus group, such

as orfs and vaccinia6, eosinophilic

intracytoplasmic inclusion bodies are

seen during the early stage of the

diseases.

The diagnosis of le ishmaniasis is

established by demonstrating the
parasite in Giemsa-stained smears and
touch preparations, showing large
macrophages which are filled with
numerous leishmania organisms
(Leishmania-Donovan bodies) which
appear bright redo (Fig 3).

Pemphigus is a blistering autoimmune
disease in which cytologic examina-
tion is sometimes useful. Examina-
t ion of an early bl ister can show
rounded acantholytic cells with Iarge
hyperchromatic nucleoli and homo-
genous cytoplasm and represent
detached epidermal cel ls. In other

Fig 1 * Multi-

nucleated giant

cells in herpes.

F ig2-Largeoval

eosinophilic bodies

in molluscum

eontagiosum.
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bl ister ing diseases such as bul lous
pemphigoid and dermatitis herpeti-
formis the cytologic diagnosis is less
valuable. Furthermore, in al l  the
autoimmune blistering disease groups
it  is necessary to perform a skin
b iopsy  fo r  h is to logy  and d i rec t -
immunoflurescence studies.a

Cytologic examination has also been
used in prel iminary evaluat ion of
basal cell carcinoma and squamous
cell carcinomao.

C o n c l u s i o n

Cyto log ic  examinat ion  is  a  very
valuable procedure in dermatologic
diseases which are seen frequently by
the general physician. This technique
is relatively easy to perform, process
and interpret. It requires only few
materials, staining dyes and a light
microscope. Careful attention to the
details of the technique and choosing
the  r igh t  les ion  are  necessary  to
achieve the maximal effective results.
In most cases this procedure can be
used and interpreted by any family
physician. However, when dealing
wi th  sk in  d iseases  w i th  ser ious
consequences  l i ke  pemphigus  or
suspected malignancies, the Tzanck
smear  shou ld ,  obv ious ly ,  be
interpreted by an experienced
pathologist.
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Fig 3" - Large

macr*phages fil led

with numer*us

leishmani*

arganl*ms in

leishmaniasis.

Most uselul in viral

cli*gnoses.
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