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Foreign body granulomas caused by caterpillar setae
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DESCRIPTION
A man in his 50s complained of repeated redness and 
sharp pain on his left wrist for about 5 months. In this 
time period, he visited local clinics and was diagnosed 
with eczema. Treatment with topical steroid cream and 
oral antihistamines drugs did not improve his symp-
toms. He was then transferred to our department and 
received a biopsy of the affected area. Physical exam-
ination revealed scattered erythematous papules and 
nodules on his left wrist. Surprisingly, histopatholog-
ical results exhibited many unique structures in dermis 
and subcutaneous fat tissue, which had sharply defined 
refractory golden walls, short retrograde barbules and 
hollow interior with variable eosinophilic staining. 
These special structures were surrounded by a large 
number of lymphocytes, histocytes and several multi-
nucleated giant cells. On reviewing this patient’s 
medical history, we found that he climbed a wax apple 
tree (Syzygium samarangense) and was bitten by the 
unknown insect 5 months ago. By searching the liter-
ature,1 2 we believe that the unique structures were 
the setae of a caterpillar. Subsequently, this patient 
confirmed our conjecture. He admitted that there 
were many gypsy moth caterpillars (Lymantria dispar) 
on the wax apple tree at that time (figure 1). Based on 
these findings, a diagnosis of foreign body granulomas 
caused by caterpillar setae was made. We applied 
0.5 mL of compound betamethasone, which was 
composed of 2 mg betamethasone sodium phosphate 
and 5 mg betamethasone dipropionatein in 1 mL, to 
the lesion by intralesional injection once a month and 
conducted a total treatment of 5 months. The patient’s 
lesions disappeared after treatment with intralesional 
injection of glucocorticoid.
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Case reports provide a valuable learning resource for the scientific 
community and can indicate areas of interest for future research. 
They should not be used in isolation to guide treatment choices or 
public health policy.
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Figure 1  Top left: the clinical appearance of the 
affected area after biopsy; bottom left: the wax apple tree 
in the patient’s yard; top right: histopathological image of 
the caterpillar setae; bottom right: the caterpillar found in 
the patient’s yard.

Patient’s perspective

I had redness and sharp pain on my left wrist 
and was diagnosed with eczema 5 months 
ago. These symptoms did not improve after 
treatment with oral antihistamines drugs and 
topical glucocorticoids. I was then transferred to 
Dr Ji and had a pathological examination. The 
histopathology result suggested that the lesion was 
caused by the caterpillar. This reminded me of the 
exposure to the insect 5 month ago. I recovered 
from it soon after intralesional steroid injection.

Learning points

	► For patients with allergic contact dermatitis, 
a detailed medical history should be 
obtained, including occupational history and 
environmental exposure history.

	► The unique histopathological characteristics of 
the setae of a caterpillar is difficult to collect 
and provide highly relevant information for 
practising dermatologists.
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