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Abstract 

Food-related medical terms are frequently used in 

the field of pediatrics for the definition, recognition and 
diagnosis of disease. Almost 40 food-related medical 

eponyms used in Pediatrics have been ‘cherry picked’ 

and described by the authors. Two of these terms have 

been illustrated. Culinary medical analogies allow 
healthcare providers to easily interpret the variety of 

sensations experienced during medical decision-making, 

providing a better taste for interpreting pathology 
discovered on physical exam. Despite some misgivings, 

food-related medical terms make medical education 

more appetizing and allow for rapid diagnosis of classic 
presentations. 
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Food for thought 

Investigations in obstetrics and gynecology stirred 

up a wide variety of food-related medical metaphors.1 
Following conception, pregnancy and delivery, the 

culinary medical journey can continue in the field of 

pediatrics. As children grow from infancy to childhood, 

so grows the list of food-related metaphors used by 
healthcare providers. 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 
 

With each clinical encounter, there exists a menu of 

possible medical maladies from which to diagnose. 

Metaphors, analogies and mnemonics are blended into 
the endless courses of information provided during 

medical training. Comparing symptoms and signs of 

disease to food can make recalling data much more 

palatable and may allow for rapid diagnosis upon 
recognition of ‘classic’ presentations.2 

Historically, diabetes mellitus was distinguished 

from diabetes insipidus by carefully inspecting for 
‘honey urine’ by color and even a sweet taste.3 While 

healthcare providers (hopefully) no longer use taste for 

diagnosis, they continue to interpret all data available. In 
Pediatrics, one can hear the ‘cracked-pot sound’ of 

hydrocephalus, feel the ‘palpable olive’ of hypertrophic 

pyloric stenosis, smell the ‘cheesy odor’ of isovaleric 

acidemia, and see the ‘strawberry tongue’ of diseases 
involving superantigens (see Figure 1 and Table 1).  

 

Figure 1: Strawberry tongue, also less commonly known 
as raspberry tongue (See Table 1) 
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Table 1: ‘Cherry picked’ food-related medical metaphors in Pediatrics 

Analogy Brief description 

Blueberry muffin 

baby/rash/syndrome 

cutaneous extramedullary hematopoiesis secondary to congenital infections, certain cancers or 

hematologic abnormalities4 

Bread and butter 

appearance 

the two layers of pericardium and intervening fibrin in cases of fibrinous pericarditis and 

sometimes rheumatic fever5 

Cabbage-like odor*, 

Rancid butter odor 

urinary odor due in tyrosinemia type 1 and Oasthouse syndrome, in tyrosinemia type 1 a 
rancid butter odor can occur6 

Carrot-shaped nuclei microscopic appearance of nuclei in medulloblastoma7 

Celery stalk 

appearance 

alternating bands of lucent and sclerotic metaphyseal bone of the femur and tibia on X-ray in 

patients with congenital rubella and other conditions8 

Cheesy odor* breath and body fluid odor in isovaleric acidemia9 

Cherry red epiglottis swollen epiglottis upon visualization by laryngoscopy, secondary to Haemophilus influenzae 

type b and other bacterial infections10 

Cherry-red spot* appearance of the vascular choroid under the macula on a whitened retina on fundoscopic 

exam in disorders of lipid metabolism11 – See Figure 2 

Cottage-loaf sign chest X-ray appearance in patients with total anomalous pulmonary venous 

connection/drainage/return12 

Cracked-pot sign sound heard upon percussing the head of an infant affected by hydrocephalus13 

Dish-face anomaly congenital midface hypoplasia resulting in flattened features, seen in Larsen syndrome and 
Binder syndrome (maxillonasal dysplasia)14,15 

Doughnut sign,  

Sandwich sign 

doughnut shape seen on transverse sonography or computed tomography in intussusception; 

on longitudinal imaging intussusception resembles a sandwich16 

Egg on  a string sign cardio-mediastinal silhouette seen on chest X-ray in transposition of the great arteries/vessels17 

Fish odor syndrome* body odor of rotten fish secondary to an accumulation of trimethylamine in flavin-containing 

monooxygenase 2 deficiency18 

Honey-colored crusts crusts overlying the healing blisters in cases of impetigo, a superficial skin infection caused by 
Staphylococcus aureus or Streptococcus pyogenes19 

Hot cross bun 

head/skull  

rare radiographic manifestation in which the skull looks like a hot cross bun due to abnormal 

bone deposition in congenital syphilis20 

Ice cream sliding off 

the cone 

hip X-ray appearance seen in slipped capital femoral epiphysis21 

Maple syrup urine 

disease* 

caramel-like urine odor in individuals with branched-chain alpha-keto acid dehydrogenase 

complex deficiency22 

Milk anemia iron deficiency anemia caused by the substitution of breast milk with cow’s milk in early 

childhood23 

Mulberry molars abnormally increased number of cusps in the first permanent molars which occurs in 

congenital syphilis24 

Oasthouse syndrome* urine odor of an oasthouse, a building used for drying hops, in disordered methionine 
metabolism25 

Olive-shaped mass palpable abdominal mass the shape of an olive found in infants with hypertrophic pyloric 

stenosis (HPS)26 

Onion skin reaction periosteal reaction resulting in the layering of periosteum, seen on X-ray in Ewing sarcoma 
and sometimes in osteomyelitis or osteosarcoma27 

Pancake brain brain’s shape seen on pathologic and radiographic examination in alobar holoprosencephaly28 

Pea soup stool consistency and appearance meconium or diarrhea secondary to typhoid29 

Port-wine stains birthmarks the color of port wine typically affecting the face and neck, caused by malformed 
capillaries in syndromes such as Sturge-Weber30 

Potato chip scales weeping, crusted scales typically on the face in staphylococcal scalded skin syndrome31 
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Table 1: ‘Cherry picked’ food-related medical metaphors in Pediatrics Cont.  

Analogy Brief description 

Prune belly 

syndrome 

wrinkled abdominal skin caused by the absence of abdominal musculature32 

Red-currant jelly 

stool 

stool consisting of blood and mucus in cases of intussusception, dysentery or other 

diseases33 

Rotten eggs odor* urine odor in cystinuria34 

Salmon patches retinal hemorrhage visualized on fundoscopy in sickle cell retinopathy;35 also used to 

describe the pink-red ‘stork bite’ of the nape of the neck in infants36 

Salt-pepper 

retinopathy 

focal areas of increased and decreased pigmentation seen on fundoscopy in rubella 

retinopathy, congenital syphilis or other congenital infections37 

Salt grains also known as Koplik spots, lesions that resemble grains of white or blue salt 

splattered on a red buccal mucosa in measles38 

Sausage-shaped mass right upper quadrant or epigastric mass that feels like a sausage on abdominal 

palpation in some patients with intussusceptions39 

Strawberry 

hemangioma  

also known as a capillary hemangioma, a benign red-blue tumor of blood vessels 

which regress by age 1040-41 

Strawberry tongue, 

Raspberry tongue 

bright red tongue with prominent papillae found in diseases likely mediated by 

superantigens including toxic shock syndrome, scarlet fever and Kawasaki disease42-43  

– see Figure 1 

Sunflower cataracts* sunflower appearance of the lens of the eye caused by copper deposition in Wilson’s 

disease, a disorder of copper metabolism44 

Tumbler test aka 

glass test 

controversial clinical sign elicited when a transparent tumbler is pressed against a skin 

rash, positive for meningococcemia if the rash does not blanch45 

*Underlying disease is usually inherited in an autosomal recessive manner, Some cutaneous food-related medical terms 

may not be applicable in those with pigmented skin 
Please see the Supplementary appendix for a more detailed table 

 

Figure 2: Cherry-red spot as visualized on fundoscopy (See Table 1) 
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Discussion 

Although food-related eponyms vary across 

cultures and specialties, they contribute to the medical 

knowledgebase used by all healthcare providers.2 In 
some instances, the same culinary term has described 

more than one medical condition. For example, the 

cottage loaf appearance has been used to refer to 
radiographic studies of children with total anomalous 

pulmonary venous connection, but has also been used to 

describe the appearance of a herniated choroidal 

melanoma, or a liver protruding through a ruptured 
diaphragm. Some eponyms have widespread use, found 

frequently in medical literature. Some are used 

colloquially, mentioned in operating rooms and 
pathology laboratories but rarely documented. 

It is not possible to classify food-related medical 

terms into discreet medical specialties because there is 
substantial overlap between areas of expertise. For 

example, we covered previously the grape-like 

appearance of the malignant tumor, sarcoma 

botryoides,1-2 found in young girls that others may 
classify as being pediatric and others gynecologic. 

Food-related medical analogies have rarely been 

validated in terms of sensitivity, specificity and 
predictive values, and are not always found in cases of 

the medical conditions that they describe. 46 

Intussusception, for example, only results in the triad of 

a sausage-shaped mass, red currant jelly stool and pain 
in about 15% of cases.39 Additionally, as technology 

progresses, students and healthcare providers focus less 

on perfecting their skills of inspection, palpation, 
percussion and auscultation, and instead rely on easily 

available imaging studies.47 Palpating an olive-shaped 

mass in children with hypertrophic pyloric stenosis, for 
example, has decreasing utility in a medical system that 

promotes early imaging when the disease is suspected.26  

Nevertheless, these terms have utility in broadening 

differential diagnoses when confronted with symptoms 
and signs of disease, and are easily memorable for rapid 

recognition in classic cases. Food-related eponyms 

continue to be taught in medical school classrooms and 
physical diagnosis courses, and are likely to be retained 

in the ‘visual specialties’ of radiology and pathology.48 

Culinary medical eponyms will continue to spice up the 
melting pot of medical jargon, particularly in the field of 

Pediatrics.  

While the eponyms described are primarily 

encountered in Pediatrics, many continue to be 
discovered as children grow into adulthood, where the 

list of delicious medical findings will continue. These 

pediatric culinary terms certainly do not represent the 
final course in the medical food analogy feast. 
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