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Case Presentation 

A 60-year-old male with skin phototype IV from Africa and 

a history of Kaposi sarcoma on his foot presented with a 

rapidly growing, 6.5-mm, bluish-purple nodule on his back. 

Cross-polarized dermoscopy using a DermLite DL4 (3Gen) 

coupled with an iPhone XS Max (Apple) revealed a ‘rainbow 

pattern’ on a structureless red background. By rotating the 

dermoscope without moving the smartphone during imaging, 

also known as dynamic cross-polarized dermoscopy, the color 

distribution within the rainbow pattern changed substantially 

(Figure 1, Supplementary Video 1). The lesion was excised 

and histopathologically confirmed as Kaposi sarcoma.

Teaching point

The metaphoric term ‘rainbow pattern’ is used to describe 

polychromatic structureless areas only seen with polarized 

dermoscopy. It has been described in several different skin 

tumors (eg Kaposi sarcoma, hemosiderotic dermatofibroma, 

angiokeratoma, aneurysmal atypical fibroxanthoma, mela-

noma and basal cell carcinoma) and other skin conditions 

(eg stasis dermatitis, lichen planus and scars) [1]. It is sur-

mised that polarized light passing through slits created by 

parallelly aligned collagen bundles or vessels may cause the 

light to separate into different wavelengths [2]. Although 

the exact structures that actually cause the optical interfer-

ence are unknown, the observed phenomenon is called iri-

descence. By applying dynamic cross-polarized dermoscopy, 

we demonstrate that the iridescence changes with the angle 

of polarization. This angular dependence of cross-polarized 

light has also been demonstrated previously by Marghoob 

et al on shiny white lines, which are only visible with the 

dermoscope positioned at specific angles.
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Figure 1. (A) Clinical presentation of a case of Kaposi sarcoma. (B) Iridescence or ‘rainbow pattern’ observed during cross-polarized 

dermoscopy at a specific angle. (C) Modified iridescence shown after rotating the dermoscope 90°.

Supplementary Video Legend

Supplementary Video 1. The iridescence or ‘rainbow pat-

tern’ changes substantially while rotating the dermoscope 

relative to the smartphone camera (dynamic cross-polarized 

dermoscopy), thus demonstrating the angular dependence of 

polarization.
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