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Asingle transverse white band
appeared on each of the finger-
nails of a 27-year-old woman

after she received induction chemother-
apy with daunorubicin and cytarabine for
acute myeloid leukemia. We identified
the bands, which did not fade with digital
compression, as Mees lines (Figure 1A).
In another woman, aged 41 years, fine,
transverse depressed lines that were par-
allel and evenly spaced (Beau lines)
developed on all of her fingernails while
receiving triweekly docetaxel for
metastatic breast cancer (Figure 1B).

Transverse linear lesions in nails can
result from interruption in the growth of
the nail matrix or changes in the colour in
the nail itself1 and may suggest an underlying systemic illness
or the effect of toxins.1–3 Changes in the nails are common in
patients receiving chemotherapy, occurring in up to 44% of
patients receiving taxanes.4 In a patient with no history of sig-
nificant drug-related insult, such lesions may be important
clues in the diagnosis of systemic illness.

Changes in the nails that are related to interruption of
mitotic activity of the proximal nail matrix include Beau lines
and onychomadesis. Beau lines appear as transverse depres-
sions in the nail plates. The depth of the depression represents
the extent of damage. The duration of the insult may be esti-
mated by the longitudinal width of the damage; normal nail
growth is about 1 mm every six to ten days.1–3 Onychomade-
sis results from complete toxicity of the matrix2 and can pre-
sent with shedding of the nail or a sulcus that splits the nail
plate into two parts.2,3 This condition is an extreme expression
of Beau lines.3 Beau lines and onychomadesis may be caused
by infection, surgery, trauma, Raynaud disease, pemphigus or
chemotherapy (i.e., taxoids).1–3

In Mees lines (i.e., true leukonychia) a change occurs in the
colour of the nail with no palpable ridges.1 Transverse, non-
blanching white bands appear that run parallel to the lunula

across the entire nail bed.1 The bands are caused by an insult to
the distal nail matrix that does not lead to cessation in growth
of the matrix, but instead causes parakeratosis of the ventral
nail plate.2 Mees lines may be confused with Muehrcke lines
(i.e., apparent leukonychia), which are paired white lines
caused by vascular congestion in the nail bed.2 Muehrcke lines
are easily distinguished from Mees lines because Muehrcke
lines fade with digital compression and do not migrate with
the growth of the nail.1–3 Mees lines are associated with arsenic
poisoning, Hodgkin lymphoma, carcinoid tumours and
chemotherapy (i.e., cyclophosphamide, vincristine and dox-
orubicin). Muehrcke lines result from liver disease, nephrotic
syndrome, malnutrition and severe hypoalbuminemia (less
than 20 g/L).1–3
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Figure 1: (A) Mees lines (arrows) in the fingernails of a 27-year-old woman. (B) Beau
lines (arrowheads) in the fingernails of a 41-year-old woman.
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