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(keratitis) is a major cause of blindness in the world.
HSV‐1 or ‐2 may cause herpes whitlow, an infection of the
fingers when virus is inoculated into the fingers through a
break in the skin (Figure 3-1). This was a common occupa-
tional hazard (including within the dental profession)
before the widespread use of gloves.7,8 Other HSV‐1 infec-
tions include herpes gladiatorum (infections of the skin
spread through the sport of wrestling),9 herpes encephali-
tis, HSV esophagitis, HSV pneumonia and neonatal and
disseminated infection.6

HSV is an important etiologic agent in erythema multi-
forme, which is discussed below.10,11 HSV has been recov-
ered in the endoneurial fluid of 77% of patients with Bell 

palsy.12 However, VZV has also been strongly implicated in 
the development of Bell palsy.13 Treatment with antiviral 
therapy (especially with corticosteroids) within the first 48 
hours resulted in better outcomes further supporting the 
concept of herpesvirus involvement in the pathogenesis of
Bell palsy.14 However, a recent study showed that approxi-
mately 60% of cases of Bell palsy were associated with 
HHV6, and only 13% with HSV.15

Clinical Manifestations
Primary Gingivostomatitis
The majority of primary HSV‐1 infections are subclinical 
and generally occur in children and teenagers.6,13 There is a 
1‐ to 3‐day viral prodrome of fever, loss of appetite, malaise, 
and myalgia that may also be accompanied by headache and 
nausea. Oral pain leads to poor oral intake, and patients may 
require hospitalization for hydration. The disease is self‐lim-
iting in otherwise normal patients and resolves within 10 to 
14 days, typical for a viral illness.

Oral Findings
Within a few days of the prodrome, erythema and clusters of
vesicles and/or ulcers appear on the keratinized mucosa of
the hard palatal mucosa, attached gingiva and dorsum of the
tongue, and the nonkeratinized mucosa of the buccal and
labial mucosa, ventral tongue, and soft palate (Figures 3-2 and
3-3). Vesicles break down to form ulcers that are usually 1 to 5
mm and coalesce to form larger ulcers with scalloped borders
and marked surrounding erythema. The gingiva is often

Figure 3-1 Primary herpetic whitlow on the finger of a dentist.
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