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Chronic inflammatory polyneuropathy revealing malignant melanoma
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Introduction

In most instances, when chronic inflammatory demye-
linating polyneuropathy (CIDP) is associated with can-
cer, it occurs in the setting of hemopathies, particularly
those involving paraprotein. CIDP associated with
malignant melanoma is exceedingly rare [1-3]. In two
such cases, the neuropathy revealed the neoplasm. We
here report a third case of CIDP revealing malignant
melanoma which was strikingly indolent, as in the two
previously reported cases, suggesting a strong anti-tu-
mor reaction.

Case report

A 32-year-old man with no past history presented in
June 2000 with paresthesias in both feet. In July 2000,
the patient noticed a progressive lower limb weakness
and complained of cramps after exercise. In September
2000, he experienced trouble using stairs or getting out
of a chair and after 2 months was unable to walk
unassisted. At first examination in November 2000, he
exhibited moderate, mostly proximal lower limb motor
deficit, but no objective sensory disorder though he
complained of paresthesias in both hands and feet. Deep
tendon reflexes were present except for the ankle jerks.
Cranial nerves were normal. The CSF protein content
was elevated to 363 mg/dl with eight white blood cells.
Other laboratory studies were unremarkable, including
viral serologies, notably HIV test, sedimentation rate,
serum and urine immunoelectrophoresis with immuno-
fixation, thyroid function tests, rheumatoid factor, anti-
MAG antibodies, ANA. Electrophysiologic studies
demonstrated prolonged distal motor latencies (espe-
cially marked in the lower limbs), prolonged F-wave
responses with normal motor conduction velocities and
no neuro-muscular junction block, suggestive of poly-
radiculoneuropathy. An MRI of the lumbar spine
showed contrast-enhancement of the lumbar roots.
General examination showed a 10 mm well-circum-
scribed red nodule below the right knee, which had first
appeared 2 years previously and had been treated with
liquid nitrogen but had relapsed after 1 year. A skin
biopsy demonstrated the metastasis of an amelanotic
malignant melanoma. The patient was treated with in-
tra-venous immunoglobulins (IV Ig) for 5 days (0.4 mg/
kg daily). In December 2000, the patient could walk
unassisted, the paresthesias had disappeared, tendon
reflexes were all present and a second IV Ig course was
administered. In January 2001, the patient had fully

recovered and declined further Ig treatment. In Febru-
ary 2001, enlarged right inguinal lymph nodes were
noticed and removed. Pathological studies revealed
malignant melanoma. No other skin lesions or vitiligo
were found and search for other metastases proved
negative. No further treatment was administered. At last
follow-up on March 2004, the patient was free of both
neurologic and melanomatous diseases.

Discussion

With only two published cases, melanomas revealed by
CIDP are very rare [1]. Yet several lines of evidence
suggest that the association is unlikely to be merely
coincidental. Melanocytes and Schwann cells are of
neuroectodermal origin and therefore share several cell
surface antigens such as MAG and the gangliosides
GM2, GM3, GD2 and GD3 [2,4]. Besides, demyelinat-
ing sensori-motor neuropathies have been reported in
melanoma patients vaccinated with melanoma cell
lysates or receiving monoclonal anti-GD2 antibody
immunotherapy, then suggesting a cross-reactive mech-
anism with anti-GD2 antibodies targeting common
antigenic determinants on melanoma cells and periphe-
ral nerves [5-7]. The autoimmune hypothesis is further
supported by the fact that the two patients reported by
Bird et al. had vitiligo, an auto-immune disorder char-
acterized by loss of melanocytes and frequently seen in
the setting of melanomas [1]. Interestingly, this condi-
tion appears more frequent in slow growing neoplasms
and is considered to reflect spontancous anti-tumoral
immunity [8,9]. Our patient and Bird’s ones presented
with vanished primary skin sites and long disease-free
survivals without any treatment after surgery (2—
4 years+) [1]. This strikingly indolent course is common
to neurological paraneoplastic syndromes and here
probably reflects a strong anti-tumor response.
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