
 

 

 

ERYTHRODERMA 

 

Dante is startled to recognize the ancient hero Ulysses among the “false councillors” 

condemned to the Eighth Circle of Hell; Gustave Dore, woodcut print, 1865. 

 



Rising to my feet to look, I stood up 

on a bridge. Had I not grasped a jutting crag, 

I would have fallen in without a shove. 

 

My leader, when he saw me so intent, said, 

“These spirits stand within the flames. 

Each one is wrapped in that in which he burns”. 

 

“Master”, I replied, “I am the more convinced 

to hear you say it. That is what I thought, 

and had it in my mind to ask you this: 

 

“Who is in the flame so riven at the tip 

it could be rising from the pyre 

on which Eteocles was laid out with his brother?” 

 

He replied, “Within this flame find torment 

Ulysses and Diomedes. They are paired 

in God’s revenge as once they earned his wrath. 

 

in their flame they mourn the stratagem 

of the horse that made a gateway 

through the noble seed of Rome came forth...” 

 

“...If they can speak within those flames,” 

I said, “I pray you master, and I pray again - 

and may my prayer be a thousand strong - 

 

...and he to me, “Your prayer deserves 

much praise. Therefore I grant it 

but on condition that you hold your tongue... 

 

“when, in the world, I wrote my lofty verses, 

then do not move away. Let one of you relate 

just where, having lost his way, he went to die” 

 

And the larger horn of that ancient flame 

began to murmur and to tremble, 

like a flame that is worried by the wind... 

...it brought forth a voice that said: “When I 

 

took leave of Circe, who for a year and more 

beguiled me there.... 

 

not tenderness for a son, nor filial duty 

toward my aged father, nor the love I owed 

Penelope that would have made her glad, 

 



could overcome the fervour that was mine 

to gain experience of the world 

and learn about man’s vices, and his worth. 

...and so I set forth on the open deep... 

 

Now night was gazing on the stars that light 

the other pole, the stars of our own so low 

they did not rise above the ocean floor... 

 

when we could see a mountain distant, 

dark and dim. In my sight it seemed 

higher than any I had ever seen... 

 

“Consider how your souls were sown: 

you were not made to live like brutes or beasts, 

but to pursue virtue and knowledge”... 

 

Dante Alighieri, The Inferno, XXVI, 43-120 (1306-1317) 

 

Of all the lost souls of the damned that Dante encounters in his terrifying journey 

through Hell, none are perhaps as surprising to the modern mind as that of Ulysses! To 

the 21st century mindset Ulysses represents the quintessential hero of the ancient world, 

Greek victor of the epic Trojan war, survivor of untold perils on the seas and in strange 

lands, eventual saviour of his ever faithful wife Penelope from her lascivious suitors, 

indeed final victor even over those of the gods themselves who would oppose him. The 

21st century mind bears a striking synergy with the ancient heroic idyll of  Homer. Yet 

incomprehensibly - in the Fourteenth century - not only do we find the great hero in Hell, 

we find him in a particularly nasty section of it - the eighth circle - horrifyingly close to 

Satan himself! How are we to explain this extraordinary dichotomy? The answer lies 

within the enigmatic medieval mindset, in fact a medieval mindset trapped in a very 

special moment in time - caught between two worlds - at the watershed of the Dark Ages 

and the dawn of the greatest flowering in human intellectual awareness since the 

classical Greek period - a time we now call the Renaissance. But this watershed 

circumstance should not be surprising to us. The father of modern physics Isaac Newton 

deduced the laws of gravity, and yet spent years trying to unravel the scientific meaning 

of the bible and in archaic alchemic pursuits which almost broke his mind. The father of 

modern physiology William Harvey, made the greatest discovery in cardiovascular 

physiology, yet on his death bed asked to be bled, an ancient Galenic treatment 

completely at odds with his own brilliant work! 

 

In the world of literature Dante, if not the greatest poet who ever lived, as many scholars 

have claimed, was certainly one of the most influential writers in the context of Western 

philosophy, and like all great innovators struggled against two worlds, in his case - the 

old medieval one steeped in intense religious superstition and the new dawning age of 

humanism in the Thirteenth century. In his youth he embraced the new humanism, the 

revival of knowledge and culture from the classical world. His curiosity about the world 

and humanity’s place in it knew no bounds; he embraced the Roman poet Virgil as his 

idol and the greatest poet who ever lived. In the person of Ulysses in Virgil’s Aeneid we 



see the hero with an unquenchable desire to know the world. He embarks on a great 

journey of exploration, and discovery ignoring his own family in the process, “...not 

tenderness for a son, nor filial duty toward my aged father, nor the love I owed Penelope 

that would have made her glad, could overcome the fervour that was mine...”. Ulysses 

words echo Dante’s own thoughts. It appears that Dante then suffered an extremely 

traumatic event, possibly the death of his secret love Beatrice which sparked an intense 

personal crisis - the age old struggle of faith over reason. Many great Dante scholar, 

such as Hollander and A. N Wilson, see this struggle as the “great intellectual tragedy” 

of Dante. The Catholic Church demanded blind obedience to faith and dogma and 

rejected all forms of scientific enquiry. Dante struggled to understand his tragedy; one 

which may have led to a religious epiphany. He admits in the opening lines of the 

“Inferno” that he had “lost the true way”, “... Midway in the journey of our life I came 

to myself in a dark wood for the straight way was lost”... in order to believe he would one 

day be reunited with his beloved Beatrice it became necessary to embrace the religious 

orthodoxy of his time. His intellectual tragedy was that to do this he had to reject his 

great hero Virgil - in the eyes of the Catholic church condemned to hell for the sin of 

being a pagan. Yet he could not completely let go of his hero - there is a tremendous 

tension evident - on the one hand we find Virgil in Hell among the damned, yet on the 

other he acts as Dante’s constant guide and protector, just as he had been in Dante’s 

previous intellectual life. Ulysses’ journey of discovery, so heroic to modern sensibilities, 

is seen as heretical. He pushes his enquiries to dangerous degrees - he sails so far from 

the “true path”, that the familiar stars of the Northern hemisphere sink below the horizon 

- “...Now night was gazing on the stars that light the other pole, the stars of our own so 

low they did not rise above the ocean floor...”. Indeed he glimpses in the distant the great 

Mountain Of Purgatory itself, “...when we could see a mountain distant, dark and dim. In 

my sight it seemed higher than any I had ever seen...” To the medieval mind Purgatory, 

largely an invention of Dante himself, was a real physical place somewhere beyond the 

Pillars of Hercules, (the straits of Gibraltar). This was dangerous thinking indeed - a 

mortal’s attempt to enquire into and question the divine. Ulysses becomes a heretic - and 

one of the worst sorts - one who leads others astray - just as he did his comrades on their 

forbidden journey of enquiry. It is for this heretical “sin” we find him condemned among 

the “false councillors” of the Eighth circle of Hell. And yet there is a tremendous and 

tragic ambiguity in Dante’s description of Ulysses’ confinement within his eternal flames 

- reading the lines we feel a confusing admiration for Ulysses - quite the contrary to what 

we are “supposed” to be feeling!... he quotes Ulysses; “Consider how your souls were 

sown: you were not made to live like brutes or beasts, but to pursue virtue and 

knowledge”...It is unknown whether Dante meant this intentionally - or whether it 

represents his own unresolved, perhaps unresolvable - inner intellectual tragedy. 

 

The condition of erythroderma represents a tragic torment for its sufferers reminiscent of 

the all-consuming flames of Dante’s Eighth Circle Hell - and a torment all the more 

tragic for its most undeserved nature! 

 

 

 

 

 



ERYTHRODERMA 

 

Introduction 

 

The term “erythroderma” is a non-specific term that is applied to any inflammatory skin 

disease that affects more than 90% of the body surface area. 

 

It often precedes or is associated with exfoliation (skin peeling off in scales or layers) 

when it may also be known as exfoliative dermatitis. 

 

These patients will be at high risk from a range of potentially life threatening 

complications that relate to the high degree of skin inflammation. 

 

The condition constitutes a true dermatological emergency and requires prompt 

resuscitation and referral to a dermatologist. 

 

Pathology 

 

Causes: 

 

Erythroderma can arise from a variety of causes but does so most often as an extension of 

a pre-existing skin disorder. 

 

The causes of a generalized erythrodermic skin reaction include: 

 

1. Pre-existing generalized dermatitis:  

 

● Seborrhoeic. 

 

● Atopic. 

 

● Contact. 

 

2. Pre-existing Psoriasis: 

 

 ● Generalized, and may include a generalized pustular psoriasis. 

 

3. Pre-existing Blistering diseases: 

 

 ● Pemphigus and bullous pemphigoid. 

 

4. Drug reactions (Toxic epidermal necrolysis): 

 

Many drugs have been implicated, including:  

 

● Allopurinol. 

 

● Antiepileptics: 



 

♥ Phenytoin, carbamazepine, phenobarbitone, lamotrigine. 

 

● Antimicrobials:  

 

♥ Beta-lactams particularly cefoxitin, sulphonamides,  nitrofurantoin, 

 griseofulvin. 

 

● Less commonly: 

 

♥ Angiotensin converting enzyme inhibitors, hydroxychloroquine, 

 chlorpromazine, diltiazem, lithium. 

 

5. Idiopathic: 

 

 ● The cause is not found in up to 30% of patients. 

 

6. Haematological: 

 

 ● Lymphoma related: 

 

  ♥ Cutaneous T-cell lymphoma (Sézary syndrome) 

 

 ● Leukaemia. 

 

7. Pityriasis rubra pilaris.  

 

8. Infective: 

 

 ● Crusted (Norwegian) scabies. 

 

 ● HIV.  

 

Complications: 

 

These can include: 

 

● Dehydration from fluid loss. 

 

● Electrolyte loss. 

 

● Protein loss. 

 

● Secondary bacterial infection. 

 

● Hypothermia. 

 

● High output cardiac failure in elderly patients. 



 

Clinical assessment 

 

Features of the erythroderma: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Generalized Erythrodermic inflammatory reaction in an elderly patient with Cutaneous T 

Cell lymphoma (Sézary's Syndrome) 

 

Features of erythrodermic skin reactions include: 
2
 

 

● If a drug is the cause, erythroderma is usually preceded by a morbilliform 

 (measles-like) eruption. 

 

● Generalized skin redness (erythema) and swelling (oedema) involving 90% or 

 more of the skin surface. 

  

● Serous ooze, resulting in clothes and dressings sticking to the skin and an 

 unpleasant smell. 

  

● Scaling 2-6 days after the onset of erythema, as fine flakes or large sheets. 

  

● Varying degrees of itching, sometimes intolerable.  

 

● Thick scaling may develop on scalp with varying degrees of hair loss including 

 complete baldness. 

  

● Thickening of palms of hands and soles of feet (keratoderma).  

 



● Eyelid swelling may result in ectropion (exposure of the inside surface of the 

 lower eyelid).  

 

● Nails become ridged and thickened or may shed. 

  

● Longstanding erythroderma may result in pigmentary changes (brown and/or 

 white skin patches). 

 

● Secondary infection may occur with pustules and crusting. 

 

● Lymphadenopathy. 

 

Important points of history: 

 

● Past medical history, in particular of any conditions known to predispose to an 

 erythrodermic reaction. 

 

● Drug history is very important. 

 

Important points of examination: 

 

● Vital signs. 

 

● Circulatory status. 

 

● Hydration status. 

 

● Look for any secondary bacterial infection. 

 

● Look for signs of possible haematological malignancy. 

 

Investigations 

 

Blood tests: 

 

1. FBE. 

 

2. U&Es/ glucose. 

 

3. Calcium/ phosphate. 

 

Skin biopsy: 

 

In cases of diagnostic uncertainty, a skin biopsy may be required to establish the 

underlying cause. 

 

 



Management 

 

Principles of management include: 

 

1. Fluid resuscitation. 

 

2. Correction of electrolytes disturbances.. 

 

3. Considering albumin replacement. 

 

4. Protection from hypothermia. 

 

5. Treating any secondary bacterial infection. 

 

6. Barrier nursing (positive pressure room). 

 

7. Cease any suspected or possible offending drugs, or all non-essential drugs. 

 

8. Antihistamines: 

 

 ● For pruritis. 

 

9. Skin care: 

 

● Maintain skin moisture with wet wraps, other types of wet dressings, 

 emollients and mild topical steroids. The advice of a dermatologist should 

 be sought. 

 

10. Steroids/ immunosuppressive agents: 

 

● These may be helpful in cases of dermatoses, or drug induced reactions, 

 but should only be initiated in the advice of a dermatologist. 

 

11. Treat the underlying cause where possible. 

 

Disposition: 

 

● Urgent referral to Dermatology Unit. 

 

● Possible referral to Burns Unit. 

 

● Infectious Diseases Unit, if an infective cause is suspected. 

 

● Oncologist for malignant related reactions. 

 

Prognosis: 

 

Prognosis of erythroderma depends on the underlying disease process.  



 

If the cause can be removed or corrected then prognosis is generally very good.  

 

If erythroderma is the result of a generalized spread of a primary skin disorder such as 

psoriasis or dermatitis, it usually clears with appropriate treatment of the skin disease but 

may recur at any time.  

 

The course of idiopathic erythroderma is unpredictable. It may persist for prolonged 

periods with episodes of acute exacerbation. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Dante and Virgil encounter Ulysses in the Eighth Circle of Hell; Fourteenth Century 

Illuminated Manuscript of the “Divine Comedy”, by Dante Alighieri; Biblioteca 

Marciana, Venice Italy. 
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