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Caviar tongue: A commonly missed lingual physiological 
variation
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A 58-year-old man presented with asymptomatic tortuous swellings on the undersurface of 
the tongue since one-and-a-half years [Figure 1]. There was no history of bleeding. He had no 
systemic complaints or history of serious illness. On examination, dilated tortuous red blood 
vessels were seen along the lateral portions of the undersurface of the tongue. Similar changes 
in other mucous membranes or skin surfaces were not observed. Based on the history, clinical 
findings, and examination, a diagnosis of caviar tongue was made. The patient was counselled 
regarding its benign nature and being a physiological age-related phenomenon.

The caviar tongue, also known as lingual varicosities or sublingual varices, is considered a 
physiological change associated with senile elastotic degeneration of the sublingual veins. 
Advancing age is a predisposing factor due to tissue loosening and damage to elastic tissue in 
blood vessels. It can be associated with portal hypertension or superior vena cava syndrome 
(increased venous pressure).[1] Hence, examination of the tongue and its undersurface is very 
essential, as it can help detect systemic illnesses such as anemia, cyanosis, nutritional deficiencies, 
infections, and tumors. Since the supporting connective tissue is fragile, even minor stimuli can 
cause dilatation and varicose changes. Sublingual varices can be confused with tumors such 
as hemangioma, lymphangioma, Kaposi’s sarcoma, and melanoma.[1] On histology, the caviar 
tongue is a dilated vein without inflammatory changes.
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Figure  1: Dilated tortuous vessels seen along the 
lateral portions of the undersurface of the tongue.
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Sublingual varices usually need no treatment but only 
reassurance regarding their benign nature. This condition 
is being reported to highlight the benign physiological 
manifestation of the aging process, which is often overlooked 
by dermatologists.
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