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Why does inflammatory dermpath matter?
(“But it’s just a rash!”)

• It’s not a tumor…you can’t just excise it & hope for the best
• Patient will continue returning to dermatologist until it improves

• Frustrating for patients and dermatologists

• Low mortality but high morbidity
• Severe itch can be as bad as chronic pain for quality of life

• Even non-dermatopathologists will encounter inflammatory skin 
conditions in practice at times



Outline of inflammatory patterns

• Spongiotic

• Psoriasiform

• Vacuolar/lichenoid interface

• Superficial perivascular

• Superficial & deep perivascular

• Granulomatous

• Palisaded necrobiotic granulomatous

• Leukocytoclastic vasculitis

• Thrombotic vasculopathy

• Panniculitis

• Miscellaneous entities



How to approach an inflammatory skin biopsy

1. Figure out the pattern 
microscopically

2. Then look at the 
dermatologist’s differential 
diagnosis

3. Look up each entity from 
their differential to see if it 
fits with the pattern or not 
(ie - help narrow their 
differential)

4. Use pattern for final 
diagnosis line… 
dermatologist can often 
figure it out from there

5. If in doubt, call the 
dermatologist

DON’T SAY “acute” or 
“chronic” inflammation in 
dermpath!

Just describe the pattern & 
the types of inflammatory 
cells

“Superficial & deep 
perivascular lymphocytic 
infiltrate with eosinophils” 



Spongiotic pattern
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Spongiotic Pattern

From “Survival Guide to Dermatopathology” by JM Gardner. 
© Innovative Science Press. Used with permission.
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Psoriasiform pattern
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Psoriasiform Pattern
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Psoriasiform Pattern
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PSORIASIS

From “Survival Guide to Dermatopathology” by JM Gardner. 
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Vacuolar & Lichenoid interface patterns



Vacuolar Interface 
Pattern
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From “Survival Guide to Dermatopathology” by JM Gardner. 
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Vacuolar Interface 
Pattern
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Lichenoid Interface 
Pattern

From “Survival Guide to Dermatopathology” by JM Gardner. 
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Lichenoid Interface 
Pattern
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© Innovative Science Press. Used with permission.



@JMGardnerMD

LICHEN PLANUS

From “Survival Guide to Dermatopathology” by JM Gardner. 
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LICHEN SCLEROSUS 
(ET ATROPHICUS)
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LICHEN SCLEROSUS 
(ET ATROPHICUS), 
INFLAMMATORY 
PHASE From “Survival Guide to Dermatopathology” by JM Gardner. 

© Innovative Science Press. Used with permission.
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LICHEN SIMPLEX 
CHRONICUS

LSC is lichenoid 
in name only

“Lichenified” = 
LSC is present

Reactive skin thickening 
from chronic rubbing or 
itching. NO lichenoid 
band of lymphocytes.

From “Survival Guide to Dermatopathology” by JM Gardner. 
© Innovative Science Press. Used with permission.
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PRURIGO 
NODULARIS

Just like LSC, 
but clinically 
it’s a localized 
discrete lesion. 

Clinical ddx: 
“prurigo vs 
SCC”

From “Survival Guide to Dermatopathology” by JM Gardner. 
© Innovative Science Press. Used with permission.
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EXCORIATION 
(with adjacent LSC)

From “Survival Guide to Dermatopathology” by JM Gardner. 
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STEVENS-JOHNSON 
SYNDROME/ TOXIC 
EPIDERMAL NECROLYSIS 
SPECTRUM (SJS/TEN) 

ERYTHEMA MULTIFORME CAN 
LOOK IDENTICAL! …MUST HAVE 
CLINICAL INFO TO DISTINGUISH

From “Survival Guide to Dermatopathology” by JM Gardner. 
© Innovative Science Press. Used with permission.
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LUPUS 
ERYTHEMATOSUS

From “Survival Guide to Dermatopathology” by JM Gardner. 
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DISCOID LUPUS 
ERYTHEMATOSUS

From “Survival Guide to Dermatopathology” by JM Gardner. 
© Innovative Science Press. Used with permission.



Superficial & deep perivascular pattern
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Superficial 
& Deep 

Perivascular 
Pattern

From “Survival Guide to Dermatopathology” by JM Gardner. 
© Innovative Science Press. Used with permission.
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Superficial 
& Deep 

Perivascular 
Pattern

ARTHROPOD 
BITE 
REACTION

From “Survival Guide to Dermatopathology” by JM Gardner. 
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ARTHROPOD 
BITE 
REACTION

From “Survival Guide to Dermatopathology” by JM Gardner. 
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FLAME 
FIGURE!

WELLS SYNDROME 
(EOSINOPHILIC CELLULITIS)

ARTHROPOD BITE REACTION

From “Survival Guide to Dermatopathology” by JM Gardner. 
© Innovative Science Press. Used with permission.
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TICK MOUTH 
PART

From “Survival Guide to Dermatopathology” by JM Gardner. 
© Innovative Science Press. Used with permission.



Granulomatous pattern
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Granulomatous
Pattern

From “Survival Guide to Dermatopathology” by JM Gardner. 
© Innovative Science Press. Used with permission.
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Granulomatous
Pattern

SARCOIDOSIS 
(diagnosis of 
exclusion)

From “Survival Guide to Dermatopathology” by JM Gardner. 
© Innovative Science Press. Used with permission.



Palisaded Necrobiotic Granulomatous
Pattern
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Palisaded 
Necrobiotic 

Granulomatous
Pattern

From “Survival Guide to Dermatopathology” by JM Gardner. 
© Innovative Science Press. Used with permission.
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Palisaded 
Necrobiotic 

Granulomatous
Pattern

GRANULOMA 
ANNULARE

From “Survival Guide to Dermatopathology” by JM Gardner. 
© Innovative Science Press. Used with permission.
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GRANULOMA 
ANNULARE 
(“BLUE” granuloma)

From “Survival Guide to Dermatopathology” by JM Gardner. 
© Innovative Science Press. Used with permission.



@JMGardnerMD
From “Survival Guide to Dermatopathology” by JM Gardner. 
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RHEUMATOID 
NODULE
(“RED” granuloma)

From “Survival Guide to Dermatopathology” by JM Gardner. 
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EPITHELIOID 
SARCOMA!!! 

(mimic of GA and 
rheumatoid nodule 
from low power)

CK+, Nuclear INI-1 
(SMARCB1) loss

From “Survival Guide to Dermatopathology” by JM Gardner. 
© Innovative Science Press. Used with permission.



Leukocytoclastic vasculitis pattern
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Leukocytoclastic 
Vasculitis
Pattern

From “Survival Guide to Dermatopathology” by JM Gardner. 
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Leukocytoclastic 
Vasculitis
Pattern

From “Survival Guide to Dermatopathology” by JM Gardner. 
© Innovative Science Press. Used with permission.
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POLYARTERITIS 
NODOSA (PAN)

From “Survival Guide to Dermatopathology” by JM Gardner. 
© Innovative Science Press. Used with permission.



Thrombotic vasculopathy pattern
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Thrombotic 
Vasculopathy

Pattern

From “Survival Guide to Dermatopathology” by JM Gardner. 
© Innovative Science Press. Used with permission.
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Thrombotic 
Vasculopathy

Pattern

From “Survival Guide to Dermatopathology” by JM Gardner. 
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Inflammatory Dermpath 101

Jerad M. Gardner, MD

1 hour version of this lecture here: 
https://kikoxp.com/posts/5244
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