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Letter to Editor

They are Tongue Papillae, Not HPV-Related Lesions: More

Attention, Please!
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Dear Editor

The oral cavity can be affected by many pathologic conditions of
variable cause and significance; however, there are several normal
structures and variations of normal structures that may resemble a
pathologic state (1,2). Some of them are present in more than 80%
of the general population and only require patient guidance (3). In
this regard, clinically, normal tongue variations have been mistaken
for lesions associated with the Human Papillomavirus (HPV). In
both of these cases, the surface of the oral mucosa can be observed in
the form of fine bumps that have different manifestations (4,5). The
dorsal surface of the tongue is covered with tiny projections known
as papillae, which are divided into four types of filiform, fungiform,
foliate, and circumvallate papillae (5). These phenomena are different
in shape, size, number, and organization according to each mammal
species (5,6).

The dorsum of the tongue in the anterior two-thirds region is covered
by numerous thread-like, fine, pointed, cone-like epithelial extensions
called filiform papillae (7) which are arranged in lines almost parallel
to the terminal sulcus (7). Differences in the morphology of these types
of papillae may be seen on the tip and middle regions of the tongue in
some species (5). Fungiform papillae are scattered between the filiform
papillae at the tip of the tongue. They are smooth, round, mushroom-
shaped, redder, and a little larger (5,7). The lateral aspects of the
posterior third of the tongue are covered by foliate papillae. They are
leaf-shaped structures separated from one another by an invagination of
the mucous membrane (5). The circumvallate papillae are the biggest
papillae. They are flat, round, mushroom-shaped entities arranged in
a V-shaped design anterior to the sulcus terminalis and are about 8 to
12 in number (7,8). In addition, there are several mucosal projections
on the ventral surface of the tongue, which are called plica fimbriata
(7). Clinically, they may be confused with lesions related to human
papillomavirus. These structures are normal residual tissues resulting
from tongue development. They are fringe-like processes or small
triangular flaps, located on either side of the lingual frenum (7,9).
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HPV includes a broad group of double-stranded
DNA viruses, which belong to the family of
Papillomaviridae. Of more than 130 HPV subtypes,
about 30 HPV subtypes can affect the oral mucosa.
HPV isassociated with a wide variety of precancerous,
benign, and malignant entities as well as normal,
healthy epithelium (4). The main oral HPV-related
lesions are listed as: squamous papilloma, condyloma
acuminatum, verruca vulgaris, multifocal epithelial
hyperplasia, and squamous cell carcinoma (4,10).
According to a recent systematic review and meta-
analysis, the overall prevalence of HPV in oral
mucosal lesions has been estimated to be 21% in
Iranian patients (4). The prevalence was the highest in
Rasht city (50%). This rate was 31% in squamous cell
carcinoma and 8% in normal mucosa (4). Clinically,
they are characterized by solitary, multiple, sessile,
pedunculated, exophytic neoformations
smooth, pointed, verrucous, or papillary surface and
white/pinkish/ reddish color (10). The palate, tongue,

with a

and labial mucosa are the most affected sites in the
oral cavity (10). Since the normal mucosa on the
surface of the tongue is rough due to having various
papillae, and the lesions related to HPV also appear as
mucosal projections, it is possible that if not paying
enough attention to this point, the normal appearance
of the tongue may be mistaken for viral lesions.
This misdiagnosis not only can lead to unnecessary
treatment modalities, but also it may cause adverse
effects for the patient psychologically. Therefore, the
dentist’s ability to recognize and make distinctions
among normal tongue structures and pathologic
entities has an important role in patient management.
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