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INTRODUCTION 

The social, economic, and health impacts of the Covid-

19 pandemic continue to be documented. There were 

brief halts of sporting, cultural, and academic activities, 

plus the disruption of religious and political events.
[1]

 

The data from the World Health Organization (WHO) 

revealed that 1,042,344 people are already killed, and 

35,437,479 people are affected worldwide by 29th 

September 2020.
[2] 

The well-understood pathogenesis 

entails the involvement of the respiratory system. Still, 

multi-organ involvement has been reported as well.
[3]

 

The common symptoms are fever, cough, dizziness, 

headache, and taste with smell impairment. A review of 

214 cases in Wuhan, China, revealed neurological 

involvement in the central and peripheral nervous 

system.
[2]

 Involvement in the extremity has been reported 

with transient paresthesia in the lower limb.
[4] 

 

Given its added cosmetic concern, the associated 

increase in cranial neuropathies is gradually gaining 

attention. The post-Covid-19 infection has left many 

people suffering from esthetic effects from constant 

mask-wearing while others are suffering from acne plus 

other dermatological conditions. The American 

Academy of Facial Plastic Surgeons has it that 70% of 

their members have reported an apparent increase in 

scheduling for treatments during the COVID-19 

pandemic.
[5]

 Therefore, we looked at the association of 

the Covid-19 infection and acute presentation of facial 

neuropathy, altering facial morphology. We reviewed 

cases with the critical display of the erythematous 

vesicular rash of the pinna and or external auditory canal 

plus cochlear/vestibular symptoms, called Ramsay Hunt 

Syndrome, which has altered facial morphology. 

 

METHODS 

We carried out a search in two databases-PubMed and 

Google Scholar, using search terms such as “Covid-19”, 

“Ramsay Hunt Syndrome”, “Shingles”, and “hearing 

loss” from January 1st, 2020, to December 31st, 2021. 

Firstly, we reviewed all abstracts on Ramsay Hunt 

Syndrome (RHS), hearing loss, and Herpes Zoster (HZ) 

patients with Covid-19 to identify the relevant articles. 

Subsequently, we reviewed full articles. Finally, all full-

text articles plus case reports of the Covid-19 patients 

with co-existing Ramsay Hunt Syndrome were 

considered and included. In addition, we carried out a 

descriptive analysis of the issues. 
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ABSTRACT 

Ramsay Hunt Syndrome (RHS) is associated with substantial morbidity. It is caused by reactivation of the latent 

varicella zoster virus following decline in cell-mediated immunity but occurs in individuals with 

immunosuppressive diseases. The COVID-19 infection, caused by severe acute respiratory syndrome coronavirus 

2 (SARS-CoV-2) is associated with T cell immune dysfunction. There are growing reports of Ramsay Hunt 

Syndrome in COVID-19 patients. Therefore, we have performed a review of available literature on the association 

of the COVID-19 with Ramsay Hunt Syndrome. We selected 6 cases of Ramsay Hunt Syndrome following 

COVID-19, which occurred within 1–6 weeks of COVID-19. Most of the cases of the Covid-19 had mild 

presentation with co-existing RHS.  It was hypothesized that RHS occurs following varicella zoster virus 

reactivation as a result of T cell dysfunction. Care providers should be aware of the possible risk of RHS in the 

Covid-19 infection and consider immediate therapeutic interventions against it. 
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ETHICAL COMPLIANCE 

The study relied on the previously published studies and 

did rely on new research involving human or animal 

subjects. 

 

DIAGNOSIS 

All cases of Covid-19 that developed shingles affecting 

the facial nerve near one of the ears, with paralyzing 

resulting in facial asymmetry and hearing loss in the 

affected ear. 

 

RESULTS 

The search identified 12 studies from Google Scholar 

and one from PubMed. We carried out a narrative review 

of the titles and abstracts and identified six articles as 

relevant. Included in our study were case studies and 

whole reports, but we excluded cases of Ramsay Hunt 

Syndrome occurring within six weeks of Covid-19 

vaccination. 

 

COVID-19 Severity 

The Covid-19 cases had varying severity, but one patient 

was on long-term steroid therapy for interstitial lung 

disease. Other cases were treated on an outpatient basis. 

 

DISCUSSION 

The clinical documentation of Ramsay Hunt Syndrome 

occurring in the Covid-19 patients occurs mainly in case 

reports and case series. These have low levels of 

evidence but still add to the scientific literature. The 

Covid-19 symptomatology was initially seen as a 

respiratory system disease with fever, severe cough, and 

respiratory distress.
[6]

 However, rapid deterioration into 

acute respiratory distress syndrome and death do occur
[7]

, 

but multi-organ involvement became more apparent 

following autopsy reports.8 Reactivation of dormant 

viral infections has been documented as well. 

 

James Ramsay Hunt hypothesized in 1907 that the 

reactivation of latent Varicella Zoster Virus (VZV) in the 

geniculate ganglion gives rise to the emergence of herpes 

zoster oticus and facial paralysis.
[10]

 In his original 

classification, he stated that the facial nerve was always 

the first to be affected, in its sensory and or motor 

portion, and later on auditory and vestibular 

symptoms.
[10] 

 

Resolution of chickenpox, also known as primary 

infection of VZV is characterized by the induction of 

VZV-specific memory T cells and persistence of VZV in 

the sensory ganglia.
[11]

 The memory immune response is 

boosted from time to time by re-exposure to varicella or 

silent reactivation of latent VZV. However, VZV-

specific memory T cells decline with age and age-related 

decline in immunity. It can also occur in 

immunosuppressive conditions or treatments, leading to 

the reactivation of herpes zoster.
[11]

 This must have 

accounted for one of the cases in the index study where 

the patient was on long-term steroids with a possible 

decline in immunity. 

Literature has revealed that the Covid-19 infection can 

induce a wide range of T cell immune dysfunctions 

leading to the latent VZV reactivation.
[12]

 Stress-induced 

reactivation of VZV has been reported.
[13] 

These result in 

VZV occurrence in the Covid-19 patients with varying 

manifestations. Lymphopenia does occur in the Covid-19 

infection, and up to 80% have been reported.
[14]

 An 

evaluation of a study
[15]

 involving 65 recruited study 

subjects revealed ophthalmic zoster sine herpete with 

overt significantly lower lymphocyte counts. These are 

possible mechanisms for the associated herpes zoster 

occurrence in the Covid-19 infection. 

 

Ramsay Hunt syndrome has been classified as a rare 

form of herpes zoster caused by the reactivation of the 

varicella-zoster virus in the geniculate ganglion. The 

majority of the clinical manifestations of RHS are 

peripheral facial palsy, vesicular rash in the ear, and 

ipsilateral auricular pain, some hearing difficulties, and 

sometimes vertigo.
[16]

 Three types of RHS occur, 

depending on the complexity of the clinical 

manifestations. Type I is the simplest form, associated 

with otalgia and herpetiform rash. Type II adds 

ipsilateral peripheral facial paralysis (PFP) to type I. 

Type III is the most severe form, and affects the 

ipsilateral vestibulocochlear nerve in addition to type II 

manifestations.17 83% of the cases we reviewed had 

type III RHS. Ramsay Hunt suggested that the gasser, 

geniculate, petrous, accessor, jugular, plexiform ganglia, 

and the ganglia on the dorsal root of the cervical nerves 

II and III comprise an anatomical chain that allows 

inflammation on any of them to extend to others.
[17]

 

Another hypothesis is the trans-axonal extension from 

the afferent fibers of 1 or more cranial nerves to the vasa 

nervorum of other nerves.
18

 In RHS type III, the 

association of PFP and vestibulocochlear neuritis is 

favored by the common nerve sheath and trajectory 

through the internal auditory canal of nerves VII and 

VIII.17 In the cases we reviewed, the VIII nerve, 

vestibular branch, the facial nerve, the abducens nerve 

and in some the cochlear branch of the VIII nerve were 

affected resulting in mild change of the facial symmetry. 

 

Ramsay Hunt Syndrome is a self-limiting condition but 

treatment is targeted at the reduction of the duration of 

the ailment. However, the cosmetic outlook can be 

concerning to the patients. 

 

CONCLUSION 

COVID-19 infection is known for its multisystemic 

involvement. Its frequent neurological involvement is 

gaining attention than previously thought. VZV 

reactivation is a known complication in 

immunocompromised patients. However, available data 

points it to be frequent comorbidity in COVID-19 

patients with RHS being seen as well. Our study 

demonstrates that RHS can begin as acute vestibular 

neuritis, and the Covid-19 can induce vestibular neuritis 

by itself; we recommend testing all patients with 

subclinical COVID-19 useful. Clinicians should have a 
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high degree of suspicion in the current epidemiological 

context when seeing cases of shingles in the Covid-19 

patients. 
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