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Notable Notes
Marie Antoinette Syndrome
Marie Antoinette syndrome designates the conA
B
dition in which scalp hair suddenly turns
white. The name alludes to the unhappy
Queen Marie Antoinette of France (17551793), whose hair allegedly turned white the
night before her last walk to the guillotine
during the French Revolution. She was 38
years old when she died. Although the actual incidence is rare, this stigmatizing pheX
nomenon, which has captured storytellers’
imagination like few other afflictions, occurs to protagonists as a sign of grave sorrow in religious texts as early as the Talmud. History also records that the hair of the
English martyr Sir Thomas More (14781535) turned white overnight in the Tower
of London before his execution. More modFigure. A, Singular patch of alopecia areata on the left parietal side (X) of the patient’s scalp.
B, Total canities. The time lapse between A and B was 6 months (normal photodocumentation
ern accounts refer to the turning white of hair
interval).
in survivors of bomb attacks during World
War II. In 1957, an American dermatologist witnessed a 63-year-old man’s hair turn white over several weeks after he had fallen down some stairs. The patient noticed
loss of hair but no bald patches and 17 months later had extensive vitiligo.1 The term canities subita has also been used for this
disorder.2,3 Today, the syndrome is interpreted as an acute episode of diffuse alopecia areata in which the very sudden “overnight” graying is caused by the preferential loss of pigmented hair in this supposedly immune-mediated disorder.4 This observation has led some experts to hypothesize that the autoimmune target in alopecia areata may be related to the melanin pigment system.5
A 54-year-old woman presented with a single circular hairless patch of alopecia areata (Figure, A, X) that had developed
shortly before the photograph shown in Figure, A, was taken. Although she was successfully treated with topical steroids
(betamethasone with dimethyl sulfoxide), her entire scalp hair suddenly turned white within a few weeks (Figure, B). She
was completely healthy, allegedly did not notice any loss of hair during the change of color, and underwent no frightful
experience. In conclusion, the mystery still shrouding this rare syndrome has yet to be explained.
Alexander A. Navarini, MD, PhD
Stephan Nobbe, MD
Ralph M. Trüeb, MD
Contact Dr Navarini at alexander.navarini@usz.ch and Dr Trüeb at ralph.trueeb@usz.ch.
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Ephraim A. On sudden or rapid whitening of the hair. AMA Arch Derm. 1959;79(2):228-236.
Hoffmann E. Sudden turning gray of the hair caused by fright, canities subita psychogenica. Z Haut Geschlechtskr. 1957;22(3):74-78.
Helm F, Milgrom H. Can scalp hair suddenly turn white? a case of canities subita. Arch Dermatol. 1970;102(1):102-103.
Tobin DJ, Paus R. Graying: gerontobiology of the hair follicle pigmentary unit. Exp Gerontol. 2001;36(1):29-54.
Paus R, Slominski A, Czarnetzki BM. Is alopecia areata an autoimmune-response against melanogenesis-related proteins, exposed by abnormal MHC class I
expression in the anagen hair bulb? Yale J Biol Med. 1993;66(6):541-554.

(REPRINTED) ARCH DERMATOL/ VOL 145 (NO. 6), JUNE 2009
656

WWW.ARCHDERMATOL.COM

Downloaded from www.archdermatol.com at Hauptbibliothek Univ of Zurich, on June 17, 2009
©2009 American Medical Association. All rights reserved.

