
Superficial Pemphigus 

A lot of different thing have been identified as 

causing the disease.  These include various drugs 

(some antibiotics are more commonly implicated), 

bacterial infections, viral infections and insect bites. 

There is a genetic component as some breeds are 

more commonly affected than others.  Unfortunately 

in most cases it is not possible to identify the specific 

trigger. 

What causes it to develop? 

KEY POINTS 

Superficial pemphigus is an “Autoimmune” 
disease.  I.E. the body is attacking itself. 

Clinical signs are variable but include 
pustules, crusts, plaques and scale.  

The area affected may vary from quite 
localised to generalized, involving most to 
all of the body, and may also cause systemic 
illness 

Treatment involves the use of drugs to 
suppress the immune system and allow the 
skin to heal.  These are potentially 
dangerous and need close monitoring. 

The prognosis depends on the severity of 
disease and response to treatment, and can 
vary from good to very poor. 
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Pemphigus is an autoimmune 

disease.  This means that the 

body attacks itself.  It 

mistakenly produces 

antibodies that target and 

destroy the points of 

attachment that hold 

individual skin cells together.  

These attachment sites are 

called desmosomes and act  

like Velco dots holding all of 

the cells in place.  Once they 

are damaged the individual 

skin cells fall apart and a 

range of lesions may develop, 

depending on the severity of 

the antibody production, 

inflammatory response and 

damage that it causes.   
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There is a great range and variety in the 
presentations that may be seen with this 

disease.  In some dogs the lesions are just 

restricted to the face, in others the entire 

body can be affected. 

In early disease pustules (pimples) may form.  

One place they can become very large is on 

the footpads as the skin in this area is so 

thick.  Generally these pimples are VERY 

fragile and rupture quickly so may be quite 

transient and can be easily missed.  Once 

they break crusts and collarettes may form.  

In some animals the crusts become very thick 

and generalized, affecting large portions of 

the body.  Because there is such variability it 

is important that your pet   is examined so a 

diagnosis can be made.  

Clinical signs in dogs 

Large pustule 
affecting entire pad 

Cats can form similar pustules as dogs, but more commonly they develop crusting disease.  This may be 

generalised, affecting large portions of the body, or may be quite restricted.  For some reason the affected skin 

may be confined to the tissue around the nipples.  Cats also develop a characteristic set of changes affecting the 

nail bed and folds of skin around the nail.  There is often a thick, paste like exudate that looks a little bit like 

toothpaste, but is actually a thick form of pus accumulated around the nail bed.    

Cats look a little different 

Generalised crusting 

Severe generalized crust 

Characteristic paste like material around nails 

Large flaccid pustules 

Lesions restricted to face 
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How do we diagnose it? 

Diagnosis of pemphigus is often challenging and is made 

on the basis of a thorough clinical examination, 

identification of specific and characteristic lesions and a 

complete and careful history (including any drug 

administration). Cytology is then collected from 

appropriate lesions to identify the presence of live skin 

cells that have lost their adhesion to their neighbours, lack 

of bacteria and specific inflammatory cells.   Definitive 

diagnosis however depends on biopsying the skin 

(collecting an “apple-core” sample a few mm diameter) to 

confirm that the appropriate histopathological changes are 

present in the section.  Collecting the samples from the 

correct locations is critical to establishing a diagnosis and 

this is the advantage of having a specialist dermatologist 

examine your pet and select the appropriate sites to 

biopsy.  Our dermatologists are also trained in the 

interpretation of histopathology and we examine all of the 

biopsy samples in house.  

Cytology showing the live skin cells 

Histopathology showing 
diagnostic changes 

Treatment of pemphigus often involves the use of drugs that 
stop or slow down the immune system’s response to what it 
sees as an attack on the body. Often combinations of different 
drugs are necessary to achieve control of the disease.  Once in 
remission the dose is tapered whilst maintain control of the 
symptoms.  All immunosuppressive drugs have risks and 
benefits – the drug selection and side effects will be discussed 
in depth with you at the time of consultation.  
 
Pemphigus can be a serious disease and the treatment must be 
closely controlled and monitored. We will work closely with 
you to devise the treatment regimen that works best for you 
and your pet. Because the medications used have potentially 
serious side effects, it is vital that regular monitoring of your 
pet’s skin lesions, liver function, blood and urine testing is 
performed. 
 
The prognosis for pets with pemphigus depends on the 
severity of the lesions and the response to medications. Mild 
cases have a good prognosis, severe cases have a more 
guarded prognosis. 
 

Treatment 
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After 
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