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Background: Henna is a plant belonging to the Lawsonia genus which has been used for
thousands of years to dye hair, nails, skin but also fabrics. In our days it is largely used as a
natural alternative to synthetic dyes. Henna tattoos have become very fashionable in the
last years, especially among teenagers. Allergic reactions to henna itself are very rare but
one should keep in mind that the henna kits available on the market often contain mixtures
with various other ingredients.

Observation: We report the case of a 12-year-old Caucasian patient from the urban area
who was brought to the Dermatology Department for an erythematous, edematous, painful
and pruriginous reaction strictly located at the site of a black henna tattoo. The lesions had
occurred three days before presentation and two days after the boy had acquired the tattoo.
The family history was unremarkable. The child did not have any history of atopy or
allergies. The physical examination was within normal range. The clinical examination
revealed well demarcated, edematous, erythematous papules and vesicles located on the
upper back, strictly within the borders of a tattoo. The patient was treated with topical
corticosteroids and systemic antihistamines. The lesions cleared after 12 days of treatment
leaving mild hyperpigmentation. After the lesions resolved patch tests were performed and
showed a positive reaction to para-phenylenediamine (PPD).   

Key message: Black henna does not exist. Additives such as PPD are used to darken
henna tattoos and to reduce fixation time. PPD is a strong sensitizer which increases the
risk of allergic contact dermatitis. Since henna is considered a safe, natural dye, its
popularity increased in the last years and so did the frequency of allergic adverse reactions,
especially in children and adolescents. Its use in those patients should therefore be
discouraged.
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