
See discussions, stats, and author profiles for this publication at: https://www.researchgate.net/publication/10652053

Ether: A forgotten addiction

Article  in  Addiction · September 2003

DOI: 10.1046/j.1360-0443.2003.00439.x · Source: PubMed

CITATIONS

5
READS

6,887

4 authors:

Some of the authors of this publication are also working on these related projects:

Games for Mental Health and Well Being View project

Effectiveness of the Family Connections training program for family members of patients suffering from Borderline Personality Disorders: An exploratory study View

project

Sonia Krenz

Lausanne University Hospital

42 PUBLICATIONS   423 CITATIONS   

SEE PROFILE

Grégoire Zimmermann

University of Lausanne

107 PUBLICATIONS   1,901 CITATIONS   

SEE PROFILE

Stéphane Kolly

Lausanne University Hospital

40 PUBLICATIONS   481 CITATIONS   

SEE PROFILE

Daniele F Zullino

Hôpitaux Universitaires de Genève

323 PUBLICATIONS   5,965 CITATIONS   

SEE PROFILE

All content following this page was uploaded by Grégoire Zimmermann on 07 November 2017.

The user has requested enhancement of the downloaded file.

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/10652053_Ether_A_forgotten_addiction?enrichId=rgreq-42be7c1a345795406e4a58cf269e17c4-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzEwNjUyMDUzO0FTOjU1ODA2MDkzMjY2NTM0NEAxNTEwMDYzNTAyNzE1&el=1_x_2&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/10652053_Ether_A_forgotten_addiction?enrichId=rgreq-42be7c1a345795406e4a58cf269e17c4-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzEwNjUyMDUzO0FTOjU1ODA2MDkzMjY2NTM0NEAxNTEwMDYzNTAyNzE1&el=1_x_3&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/project/Games-for-Mental-Health-and-Well-Being?enrichId=rgreq-42be7c1a345795406e4a58cf269e17c4-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzEwNjUyMDUzO0FTOjU1ODA2MDkzMjY2NTM0NEAxNTEwMDYzNTAyNzE1&el=1_x_9&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/project/Effectiveness-of-the-Family-Connections-training-program-for-family-members-of-patients-suffering-from-Borderline-Personality-Disorders-An-exploratory-study?enrichId=rgreq-42be7c1a345795406e4a58cf269e17c4-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzEwNjUyMDUzO0FTOjU1ODA2MDkzMjY2NTM0NEAxNTEwMDYzNTAyNzE1&el=1_x_9&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/?enrichId=rgreq-42be7c1a345795406e4a58cf269e17c4-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzEwNjUyMDUzO0FTOjU1ODA2MDkzMjY2NTM0NEAxNTEwMDYzNTAyNzE1&el=1_x_1&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Sonia-Krenz?enrichId=rgreq-42be7c1a345795406e4a58cf269e17c4-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzEwNjUyMDUzO0FTOjU1ODA2MDkzMjY2NTM0NEAxNTEwMDYzNTAyNzE1&el=1_x_4&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Sonia-Krenz?enrichId=rgreq-42be7c1a345795406e4a58cf269e17c4-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzEwNjUyMDUzO0FTOjU1ODA2MDkzMjY2NTM0NEAxNTEwMDYzNTAyNzE1&el=1_x_5&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/institution/Lausanne-University-Hospital?enrichId=rgreq-42be7c1a345795406e4a58cf269e17c4-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzEwNjUyMDUzO0FTOjU1ODA2MDkzMjY2NTM0NEAxNTEwMDYzNTAyNzE1&el=1_x_6&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Sonia-Krenz?enrichId=rgreq-42be7c1a345795406e4a58cf269e17c4-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzEwNjUyMDUzO0FTOjU1ODA2MDkzMjY2NTM0NEAxNTEwMDYzNTAyNzE1&el=1_x_7&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Gregoire-Zimmermann?enrichId=rgreq-42be7c1a345795406e4a58cf269e17c4-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzEwNjUyMDUzO0FTOjU1ODA2MDkzMjY2NTM0NEAxNTEwMDYzNTAyNzE1&el=1_x_4&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Gregoire-Zimmermann?enrichId=rgreq-42be7c1a345795406e4a58cf269e17c4-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzEwNjUyMDUzO0FTOjU1ODA2MDkzMjY2NTM0NEAxNTEwMDYzNTAyNzE1&el=1_x_5&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/institution/University-of-Lausanne?enrichId=rgreq-42be7c1a345795406e4a58cf269e17c4-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzEwNjUyMDUzO0FTOjU1ODA2MDkzMjY2NTM0NEAxNTEwMDYzNTAyNzE1&el=1_x_6&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Gregoire-Zimmermann?enrichId=rgreq-42be7c1a345795406e4a58cf269e17c4-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzEwNjUyMDUzO0FTOjU1ODA2MDkzMjY2NTM0NEAxNTEwMDYzNTAyNzE1&el=1_x_7&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Stephane-Kolly?enrichId=rgreq-42be7c1a345795406e4a58cf269e17c4-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzEwNjUyMDUzO0FTOjU1ODA2MDkzMjY2NTM0NEAxNTEwMDYzNTAyNzE1&el=1_x_4&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Stephane-Kolly?enrichId=rgreq-42be7c1a345795406e4a58cf269e17c4-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzEwNjUyMDUzO0FTOjU1ODA2MDkzMjY2NTM0NEAxNTEwMDYzNTAyNzE1&el=1_x_5&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/institution/Lausanne-University-Hospital?enrichId=rgreq-42be7c1a345795406e4a58cf269e17c4-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzEwNjUyMDUzO0FTOjU1ODA2MDkzMjY2NTM0NEAxNTEwMDYzNTAyNzE1&el=1_x_6&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Stephane-Kolly?enrichId=rgreq-42be7c1a345795406e4a58cf269e17c4-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzEwNjUyMDUzO0FTOjU1ODA2MDkzMjY2NTM0NEAxNTEwMDYzNTAyNzE1&el=1_x_7&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Daniele-Zullino?enrichId=rgreq-42be7c1a345795406e4a58cf269e17c4-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzEwNjUyMDUzO0FTOjU1ODA2MDkzMjY2NTM0NEAxNTEwMDYzNTAyNzE1&el=1_x_4&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Daniele-Zullino?enrichId=rgreq-42be7c1a345795406e4a58cf269e17c4-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzEwNjUyMDUzO0FTOjU1ODA2MDkzMjY2NTM0NEAxNTEwMDYzNTAyNzE1&el=1_x_5&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/institution/Hopitaux_Universitaires_de_Geneve?enrichId=rgreq-42be7c1a345795406e4a58cf269e17c4-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzEwNjUyMDUzO0FTOjU1ODA2MDkzMjY2NTM0NEAxNTEwMDYzNTAyNzE1&el=1_x_6&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Daniele-Zullino?enrichId=rgreq-42be7c1a345795406e4a58cf269e17c4-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzEwNjUyMDUzO0FTOjU1ODA2MDkzMjY2NTM0NEAxNTEwMDYzNTAyNzE1&el=1_x_7&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Gregoire-Zimmermann?enrichId=rgreq-42be7c1a345795406e4a58cf269e17c4-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzEwNjUyMDUzO0FTOjU1ODA2MDkzMjY2NTM0NEAxNTEwMDYzNTAyNzE1&el=1_x_10&_esc=publicationCoverPdf


 

CASE REPORT

 

© 2003 Society for the Study of  Addiction to Alcohol and Other Drugs

 

Addiction, 

 

98

 

, 1167–1168

 

Blackwell Science, Ltd

 

Oxford, UK

 

ADDAddiction

 

1360-0443© 2003 Society for the Study of  Addiction to Alcohol and Other Drugs

 

98

 

811671168

 

Case Report

 

Ether: a forgotten addictionSonia Krenz et al..

 

Correspondence to:

 

Sonia Krenz
Département Universitaire de Psychiatrie 
Adulte
Clinique de Cery
CH-1008 Prilly-Lausanne
Switzerland
Tel: 

 

+

 

 41 21 643 66 69
Fax: 

 

+

 

 41 21 643 62 54
E-mail: sonia.krenz@inst.hospvd.ch

Submitted 28 February 2003; 
initial review completed 12 March 2003; 

 

final version accepted 18 March 2003

 

CASE REPORT

 

Ether: a forgotten addiction

 

Sonia Krenz, Grégoire Zimmermann, Stéphane Kolly & Daniele Fabio Zullino

 

Département Universitaire de Psychiatrie Adulte, Prilly-Lausanne, Switzerland

 

ABSTRACT

 

Among abused inhalants, ether has recently received little attention. The case of
a patient suffering from ether dependence is reported. Whereas several features
of  DSM-IV dependence were fulfilled, no physical withdrawal signs were
observed.

 

KEYWORDS
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substance-related disorders.

 

INTRODUCTION

 

Increasing prevalence of  inhalant abuse has been
reported during the last decades which has, among other
reasons, been related to low price and easy accessibility
(Neumark 

 

et al

 

. 1998). Ether abuse or dependency has
received far less attention than model glue, gasoline and
aerosols, as it was considered a less commonly abused
substance. Furthermore, monosubstance abuse with
ether has already been described in earlier publications as
a rare phenomenon, the consumption usually being asso-
ciated with the abuse of  other drugs (Deniker 

 

et al

 

. 1972;
Delteil 

 

et al

 

. 1974).
Ether is characterized by rapid absorption, rapid dis-

tribution in the central nervous system and rapid, short-
term effects. It has been reported since the end of  the 18th
century as being capable of  inducing psychotropic effects,
e.g. euphoria and hallucinations (Bird 1881; Delteil 

 

et al

 

.
1974; Follin & Rousselot 1980), whereas its anaesthetic
properties were discovered only in 1841 (Delteil 

 

et al

 

.
1974). In 1885, Béluze made the first precise clinical
description of  an ether dependence syndrome. He
described three phases: overexcitement, aggressivity, and
finally sleepiness or sleep (Deniker 

 

et al

 

. 1972; Delteil 

 

et al

 

.
1974; Follin & Rousselot 1980).

Ether abuse has been described as occurring through
inhalation or by ingestion. The latter method has been
used especially as an alternative to the more expensive
alcohol, as reported during the end of  the 19th and at the

beginning of  the 20th centuries in different European
countries (von Keyserlingk 1947; Deniker 

 

et al

 

. 1972).
The facility of  ether inhalation is due to its low boiling
point of  34

 

∞

 

C (Delteil 

 

et al

 

. 1974).
Whereas many early reports, published mainly in

French or German, have described ether abuse, there
have been no descriptions of  the phenomenon since the
1970s. We report here a case of  ether abuse, and try to fit
it to the current criteria for dependence.

Mr A, a 50-year-old Caucasian, reported that his
father’s death was caused by alcohol dependence. He had
suffered from bipolar disorder since late adolescence, and
satisfied the criteria for the diagnosis of  a generalized anx-
iety disorder. He began smoking and drinking alcohol at
the age of  14, developing alcohol dependence at the age of
about 20. After several treatments for alcohol depen-
dency, he achieved disulfiram-assisted abstinence from
the age of  47. Soon after his recovery he began to abuse
diphenhydramin, a non-prescribed sleeping medication.
During hospitalization at the psychiatric hospital due to a
manic episode at age 48, he was referred to the occupa-
tional therapy facility.

One of  his occupations there was the manufacture of
topographical maps, for which ether was used as a sol-
vent. He became aware rapidly of  its euphoriant effect
and its capacity to induce visual illusions and hallucina-
tions. After about 1 month he began to inhale directly
from the bottle and began subsequently to buy ether for
inhalation, increasing his consumption rapidly to 0.5 l/
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day. Besides euphoria, he experienced the following
effects under intoxication: dizziness, slight ataxia, drows-
iness, blurred vision and euphoria. He also reported a
cough, headaches and nausea appearing increasingly
under repeated use.

Soon the neighbours began complaining about the
smell of  ether, which was noticeable even outside his
apartment. Consequently, he had to stop inviting his chil-
dren, as the smell of  the patient and his apartment
became intolerable to other people. He also began to for-
get to attend his occupational therapy and appeared
increasingly neglected.

After 1 year of  ether abuse he made several attempts to
cut down his consumption, always relapsing after a few
days. At the age of  49, he was given a 10-day hospitaliza-
tion for the first time at the drug detoxification unit. He
relapsed 2 weeks after discharge and rapidly resumed reg-
ular ether consumption at his habitual dose.

He was then readmitted for a second in-patient detox-
ification. He again presented the typical feature of  sub-
stance dependence related to increased doses to reach the
euphorizing effect, which indicated tolerance. Further-
more, he reported a strong craving for ether and a com-
plete loss of  interest in social contacts and other activities.

His usual treatment with lithium sulphate 660 mg/
day, venlafaxine extended release 300 mg/day and disul-
firam 400 mg/day was maintained during his 14-day
hospitalization.

During his stay he presented no physical withdrawal
symptoms, but complained regularly about craving. As
he evaporated significant quantities of  ether during the
first days of  hospitalization, he had to be excluded from
certain activities such as sauna and sports because the
other patients and the therapists were complaining of  diz-
ziness and headaches in his presence.

 

DISCUSSION

 

Inhalant dependence is defined by DSM-IV, similar to
dependence on other substances, as a maladaptive pat-
tern of  use leading to clinical impairment or distress, as
manifested by three or more of  the following: tolerance,
withdrawal, larger amounts or longer consumption than
intended, persistent desire or unsuccessful efforts to cut
down or control the consumption, large time investment
in activities necessary to obtaining or to using the sub-
stance, giving up important activities due to substance
use and continued use despite knowledge of  adverse
consequences.

In the absence of  other reports of  ether abuse since the
1970s, we report here a case of  dependence in a patient
with remitted alcohol dependence. He presented the

following criteria for an ether dependence: loss of  control
of  the consumed amount, inability to stop consumption,
increasing doses, increased time spent concerning the
purchase of  the drug and its consumption, reduced other
activities and particularly distressing craving. Tolerance
phenomena, compulsive appetence and incapacity to
refrain from using the drug, with irritable and aggressive
behaviour during short-term abstinence, have also been
reported in older reports (de Clérambault 1913; Deniker

 

et al

 

. 1972; Delteil 

 

et al

 

. 1974; Follin & Rousselot 1980).
The occurrence of  a withdrawal syndrome with physical
features, agitation and insomnia has been described by
von Keyserlingk (1947), but remains uncertain. Our
patient did not present any withdrawal signs besides
intensive craving.

A frequent comorbidity of  ether abuse with alcohol
dependence has often been reported in older publications
(von Keyserlingk 1947; de Clérambault 1913; Deniker

 

et al

 

. 1972). It was described especially at the beginning
of  the 20th century as a less expensive alternative to alco-
hol (Sommer 1902). In our case, the patient switched to
ether after a disulfiram medicated treatment for his alco-
hol dependence. Inhaled doses up to 1 l/day have been
described in older publications (von Keyserlingk 1947;
Delteil 

 

et al

 

. 1974), and our patient reported an average
consumption of  0.5 l/day.

In conclusion, our case confirms earlier reports on the
addictive nature of  ether consumption, as established by
the current DSM criteria. No epidemiological data on the
prevalence of  ether abuse are available, but the current
case suggests that it may still occur.
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