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CLINICAL VIGNETTE  

 
 

Avoid the Limelight 

Meghana Frenchman, MD 
 

 

Case Report 
 
A 48-year-old male with a history of asthma, PTSD, and 
alcohol use disorder, presented to his primary care physician 
with a rash involving his chest and abdomen. On exam, the 
patient had linear, erythematous eruptions and streaks across his 
torso. There were no blisters at initial breakout. (Figure 1.) The 
rest of the physical exam was unremarkable and his vital signs 
were stable. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1 
 
He recently visited El Salvador with his 12-year-old son. They 
fished daily, cooked the fish on the beach, and used dozens of 
limes to flavor the fish. He wore swimming trunks, but never a 
shirt when fishing and cooking. His son helped him prepare the 
fish, also developed the same rash. Both went to a local doctor 
in El Salvador who diagnosed the rash and gave a cream with 
three ingredients. The patient came back to the United States 
for follow-up. The patient says his son’s rash completely re-
solved and his rash improved after following the Salvadoran 
physician’s instructions. 
 
Diagnosis: Phytophotodermatitis 
 
 
 

Discussion 
 
Phytophotodermatitis (also known “Mexican Beer Dermatitis” 
and “Margarita Disease”) can develop when the skin comes in 
contact with certain plants, and then is exposed to sunlight.1 
Common edible plants associated with phytophotodermatitis 
include lemons, limes, celery, fig, and parsley. These plants 
contain phytotoxic agents with varying concentrations of 
coumarin compounds. The furocoumarins in the plants undergo 
a chemical reaction from exposure to ultraviolet light.2 This 
causes a local skin reaction on parts of the body are exposed to 
the plant material and subsequently become exposed to sun-
light. The rash is usually non-pruritic, but can be painful, with 
bullae and blisters in severe cases. Treatment is generally 
symptomatic. Nonsteroidals are used to reduce the pain and 
topical steroids and cool compresses are used to accelerate 
healing. After the initial rash subsides, lingering hyperpigmen-
tation may take weeks or even months to resolve.3 
 
Phytophotodermatitis is commonly seen in spring and summer 
when there is more sun exposure.4 It is classically seen in vaca-
tioners who spill a citrus drink on themselves, or in bartenders 
who work in outdoor bars or in field workers who pick fruit. 
Phytophotodermatitis can be prevented by wearing gloves, 
washing hands immediately after handling plants, wearing pro-
tective clothing, using sunscreen, and avoiding prolonged sun 
exposure.5,6  
 
Clinical Case Follow-Up: 
 
For our patient, the combination of prolonged sun exposure 
while marinating fish with lime over several days resulted in the 
phototoxic reaction. The three-ingredient cream the patient 
received in El Salvador was a steroid/antibacterial/antifungal 
cream. The steroid helped to limit the rash. Within two months 
of the dermatitis, the patient reported that the rash had com-
pletely resolved. 
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