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CONDITION

Shellac poisoning

Shellac poisoning is illness caused by swallowing or inhaling harmful amounts of shellac

products, usually from their alcohol solvents.

WHAT IT IS

Toxic exposure to shellac products or their solvents

BODY SYSTEM

Brain, eyes, breathing, digestion, and circulation

MAIN SYMPTOMS

Nausea, dizziness, drowsiness, breathing difficulty

WHAT CAUSES IT

Swallowing or inhaling shellac products

HOW IT IS DIAGNOSED

Exposure history, examination, and solvent-specific blood tests

MAIN TREATMENT

Supportive care and solvent-specific antidotes

CAN IT BE CURED?

Sometimes - severe solvent injury may persist

IS IT AN EMERGENCY?

Sometimes - breathing trouble, confusion, vision changes, or collapse

LONG-TERM OUTLOOK

Most recover; severe solvent poisoning can cause lasting injury

Overview

Shellac is a natural resin used to make wood finishes, sealants, polishes, and some coatings.

Purified shellac is also used in small amounts as a glaze on certain foods and medicines.

Most serious shellac poisoning is not caused by the dried resin itself. It is usually caused by the

alcohols or other chemicals used to dissolve shellac in a liquid product. These may include

ethanol, denatured alcohol, isopropyl alcohol, or methanol. Product formulas differ, so the label

and safety data sheet are important.

Swallowing liquid shellac can affect the brain, stomach, breathing, and circulation. Some

solvents can also damage the eyes, kidneys, or other organs. Breathing concentrated fumes

may cause headache, dizziness, throat irritation, or reduced alertness.
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Brief skin contact or touching fully dried shellac is less likely to cause whole-body poisoning.

However, liquid products may irritate the skin and eyes. Repeated skin contact can cause

dryness or inflammation.

Food-grade shellac coatings are different from wood-finishing products. Eating a food or

medicine that has an approved shellac glaze is not the same as drinking liquid shellac finish.

Symptoms

Symptoms depend on the ingredients, the amount, how exposure happened, and how much

time has passed. A person may initially appear well, especially after exposure to methanol, but

become unwell hours later.

After swallowing a shellac product, symptoms may include:

Methanol-containing products can cause blurred vision, sensitivity to light, or a feeling

described as looking through fog or snow. Methanol may also cause rapid breathing and

severe weakness as acid builds up in the blood. These effects can be delayed.

Breathing fumes can cause eye, nose, and throat irritation. Higher exposure, especially in a

small or poorly ventilated space, may cause headache, nausea, dizziness, drowsiness, or

breathing problems.

Liquid splashed into the eyes may cause pain, redness, tearing, or blurred vision. Skin exposure

may cause redness, dryness, or burning. Large or prolonged skin exposure to some solvents

can contribute to whole-body effects, although this is less common than swallowing or heavy

inhalation.

- Burning or irritation in the mouth and throat

- Nausea, vomiting, or stomach pain

- Headache, dizziness, poor coordination, or slurred speech

- Unusual sleepiness, confusion, or loss of consciousness

- Slow, difficult, or irregular breathing

- Low blood pressure, weakness, or collapse

Causes and risk factors

Shellac poisoning happens when a harmful amount of a shellac-containing product or its

solvent enters the body. Swallowing is the main concern, but concentrated fumes and
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extensive skin exposure can also be harmful.

Accidental swallowing may occur when a product is stored in a drink bottle or an unlabeled

container. Young children may taste an accessible container. Adults may be exposed while

refinishing furniture, working in an enclosed space, or using a product without enough

ventilation.

Risk is affected by the exact solvent. Ethanol can cause intoxication and reduced breathing at

high exposure. Isopropyl alcohol can cause marked drowsiness, vomiting, and low blood

pressure. Methanol is particularly concerning because the body converts it into toxic

substances that can damage the optic nerves, which carry visual information from the eyes to

the brain.

Factors linked with more serious effects include:

Do not use smell, taste, or the word "natural" to judge safety. A natural shellac resin can still be

supplied in a mixture containing dangerous solvents.

- Swallowing more than a small taste

- A product containing methanol or unknown solvents

- Exposure in a closed or poorly ventilated area

- Delayed access to medical assessment

- Reduced consciousness or repeated vomiting

- Young age, older age, or significant underlying illness

Diagnosis

There is no single test that confirms every case of shellac poisoning. Diagnosis begins with

what happened, the product involved, the symptoms, and a physical examination.

Bring the container or a clear photograph of its label if this can be done safely. The ingredient

list, concentration, and product safety data sheet can help a poison specialist identify the likely

toxic chemical. Do not delay emergency care while searching for this information.

Medical assessment may include checks of breathing, heart rate, blood pressure, temperature,

alertness, and vision. An electrocardiogram, or ECG, may be used to check heart rhythm.

Blood tests may measure glucose, kidney function, salts, and the amount of acid in the blood.

Tests for ethanol, methanol, or isopropyl alcohol may be ordered when those chemicals are

suspected. A measured methanol level can confirm methanol exposure, but treatment may

need to begin before the result is available.
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Clinicians may also calculate patterns called the anion gap and osmolal gap. These are

differences between measured blood chemicals that can support a diagnosis of toxic alcohol

poisoning. They cannot identify the product reliably on their own.

Treatment and management

Treatment depends more on the solvent than on the shellac resin. A poison control service can

review the specific product and advise whether observation at home or medical assessment is

appropriate.

If shellac has been swallowed, do not make the person vomit. Vomiting can lead to choking or

allow liquid to enter the lungs. Do not give anything by mouth to someone who is drowsy,

having a seizure, or having trouble swallowing.

Move away from fumes into fresh air without entering an unsafe space yourself. Remove

contaminated clothing after skin exposure and wash the skin with water. If liquid enters an eye,

rinse it gently with clean, lukewarm water for at least 15 to 20 minutes and remove contact

lenses if they come out easily.

Hospital treatment may include oxygen, fluids through a vein, treatment for low blood sugar,

and close monitoring of breathing and circulation. A breathing tube and ventilator may be

needed if the person cannot protect their airway or breathe adequately.

Methanol poisoning requires specialist treatment. An antidote such as fomepizole can stop the

body from producing the most harmful methanol breakdown products. Treatment may also

correct excess acid in the blood. Hemodialysis, which filters blood through a machine, may be

used in serious cases to remove methanol and its toxic products.

Ethanol and isopropyl alcohol poisoning are generally managed with supportive care while the

body clears the chemical. Treatment is adjusted to complications such as vomiting, low blood

pressure, low blood sugar, or reduced breathing.

Complications

Many people recover fully after a limited exposure, particularly when the product does not

contain methanol and symptoms remain mild. Serious complications are possible after larger

exposures or exposure to a more toxic solvent.

Vomiting while very drowsy can allow stomach contents into the lungs. This is called aspiration

and can cause lung inflammation or pneumonia. Severely reduced alertness can also interfere

with normal breathing.
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Methanol poisoning can cause permanent loss of vision because it damages the optic nerves.

It may also cause seizures, coma, brain injury, kidney injury, or death. A delay before symptoms

appear does not mean the exposure was harmless.

Other possible complications include abnormal heart rhythm, very low blood pressure, injury

caused by a fall while intoxicated, and irritation or chemical injury to the eyes.

Prevention

Accidental shellac poisoning is often preventable. The most important steps are safe storage,

clear labeling, ventilation, and following the product instructions.

Keep liquid shellac and solvents in their original containers with the label attached. Never

transfer them into water, juice, or soft-drink bottles. Store them closed, out of sight and reach

of children, and away from food and medicines.

Use the product only where there is suitable ventilation. Follow the label's advice about

protective gloves and eye protection. Keep containers closed when they are not in use, and

avoid eating, drinking, or smoking while handling the product.

Do not mix shellac products with household cleaners or other solvents. Different chemicals

can create unexpected fumes or increase fire and poisoning risks. Shellac solvents are often

flammable, so they should also be kept away from flames, sparks, and high heat.

Dispose of leftover products according to local hazardous-waste rules rather than pouring

them into drink containers, household drains, or onto the ground.

Living with it and what to expect

Shellac poisoning is usually a single exposure rather than a continuing condition. After a mild

exposure, symptoms such as irritation, nausea, or dizziness may settle as the chemical leaves

the body. Medical observation may still be advised because the timing of symptoms depends

on the solvent.

People who recover from uncomplicated ethanol or isopropyl alcohol exposure do not usually

have ongoing effects. Follow-up may be needed if there was lung irritation, an eye injury, a fall,

or abnormal blood test results.

Recovery after methanol poisoning is less predictable. Vision or nervous system problems may

improve over weeks or months, remain stable, or be permanent. Follow-up may involve an eye

specialist, kidney testing, rehabilitation, or support with daily activities.
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Ongoing symptoms such as blurred vision, weakness, poor balance, memory problems,

breathlessness, or persistent eye pain should be reviewed. Routine follow-up is different from

emergency care: stable symptoms can be discussed at an arranged appointment, while new

breathing trouble, severe confusion, collapse, seizure, or vision loss needs urgent help.

When to get medical help

Contact a poison control service promptly after anyone swallows a liquid shellac product, even

if there are no symptoms. Do not wait for symptoms if methanol is listed, the ingredients are

unclear, or more than a small taste may have been swallowed.

In the United States, Poison Control is available at 1-800-222-1222 . Elsewhere, contact the

local poison information service or emergency health line.

Call emergency services now if the person has:

After an eye splash, seek urgent advice if pain, redness, or blurred vision continues after

thorough rinsing. Arrange routine medical follow-up for persistent but stable symptoms after

an assessed exposure.

- Trouble breathing, slow breathing, or blue or grey lips

- Severe drowsiness, confusion, collapse, or inability to wake

- A seizure

- New blurred vision, vision loss, or severe eye symptoms

- Repeated vomiting with reduced alertness

- Severe weakness or rapidly worsening symptoms

Common questions

Is shellac itself poisonous?

Purified, dried shellac resin has relatively low toxicity. Poisoning from liquid wood-finishing

shellac is usually related to its alcohol or solvent ingredients. The product formula determines

the risk.

Is food-grade shellac safe to eat?

Shellac is used as a glaze on some foods, sweets, and medicines. These small, regulated uses

are not comparable to swallowing a shellac wood finish. Never consume a finishing product,

even if shellac is described as natural.
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What should I do if I swallowed a small amount?

Rinse your mouth, do not make yourself vomit, and contact a poison control service with the

container nearby. Advice depends on the product's ingredients, concentration, amount, your

symptoms, and the time since exposure.

Can shellac fumes make me sick?

Yes. Concentrated fumes can irritate the eyes and airways and may cause headache, nausea,

dizziness, or drowsiness. Move into fresh air. Seek urgent help for breathing difficulty,

confusion, collapse, or symptoms that do not improve.

How long does shellac poisoning take to appear?

Some solvent effects begin within minutes. Methanol-related vision problems and acid buildup

may not appear for many hours. Because delayed illness is possible, a symptom-free period

should not replace poison-control advice.

Can shellac poisoning cause permanent damage?

Most limited exposures do not cause lasting injury. Severe poisoning, especially from

methanol, can permanently affect vision or the brain. Lung injury can also occur if liquid or

vomit enters the lungs.
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