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Zovirax (Acyclovir)

Zovirax, containing the active substance acyclovir, is an antiviral agent prescribed to combat infections
instigated by specific types of herpes viruses, functioning by impeding their ability to multiply. This
intervention aims to lessen the outbreak's impact and shorten its course.

ActiveIngredient: Acyclovir
DosageForm: Oral tablets
Dosage: 200mg, 400mg, 800mg
Indications: Infections caused by Herpes Simplex Virus (HSV) and Varicella-Zoster Virus (VZV)
Manufacturer: GlaxoSmithKline (GSK)
Storage: Store at controlled room temperature (e.g., 15°C to 25°C or 20°C to 25°C, consult specific
product labeling), protecting from exposure to light and excessive moisture.
Market Price: 0.26
Drug Status: Prescription Only

Description

What is Zovirax? Zovirax is a well-established antiviral medication whose active constituent is acyclovir.
This pharmaceutical agent is specifically designed to combat infections caused by certain members of the
herpes virus family. Its primary utility lies in managing conditions such as genital herpes, which involves
outbreaks of sores in the genital area; cold sores, also known as fever blisters, that typically appear around
the mouth; shingles, a painful rash with blisters caused by the reactivation of the chickenpox virus; and
chickenpox itself, a common childhood illness characterized by an itchy, spotty rash. Zovirax does not cure
herpes infections, as the viruses can remain dormant in the body. Instead, it works to lessen the severity and
duration of outbreaks, reduce the frequency of recurrences in some cases, and alleviate associated symptoms
like pain and itching. The medication is available in various formulations to suit different types and locations
of infection. The development of acyclovir, and consequently Zovirax, marked a significant advancement in
antiviral therapy, providing a targeted approach to viral replication. It operates by interfering with the virus’s
ability to multiply, thereby helping the body’s immune system to control the infection more effectively. Its
application extends from treating acute episodes to, in some instances, providing long-term suppressive
therapy to prevent frequent outbreaks. Mechanism of Action The therapeutic effect of Zovirax stems from
acyclovir’s precise interference with viral DNA synthesis. Herpes viruses rely on making numerous copies of
their genetic material (DNA) to replicate and spread. Acyclovir is a synthetic nucleoside analogue, meaning
it is a molecule that structurally resembles one of the natural building blocks (nucleosides) that viruses use to
construct their DNA strands. For acyclovir to become active, it must first undergo a series of chemical
transformations called phosphorylations, effectively “arming” it. Crucially, the very first of these arming
steps is preferentially carried out by an enzyme produced by the herpes virus itself, known as viral thymidine
kinase. Once fully armed (as acyclovir triphosphate), it can then be incorporated by another viral enzyme,
viral DNA polymerase, into the growing strand of viral DNA. When acyclovir triphosphate is inserted into
the viral DNA chain, two critical things happen: first, because it lacks a specific chemical group (a 3?-
hydroxyl group) that is necessary for the next DNA building block to attach, it acts as a “chain terminator,”
bringing the construction of that viral DNA strand to an abrupt and permanent halt. Second, the viral DNA
polymerase enzyme becomes irreversibly bound to this terminated chain, essentially becoming trapped and
unable to continue its replication work elsewhere. To visualize this, imagine a highly specialized



counterfeiting operation (the herpes virus) that uses a unique, automated assembly line (viral DNA
replication machinery) to produce long chains of counterfeit currency (viral DNA). This assembly line
requires specific, sequentially numbered links (nucleosides) to form a complete chain. The counterfeiters also
employ a special, proprietary tool (viral thymidine kinase) to prepare each link before it’s added to the chain.
Zovirax (acyclovir) acts like a batch of subtly defective links, designed to look almost identical to the
genuine ones. The counterfeiters’ special tool (viral thymidine kinase) readily picks up and prepares these
defective links. When one of these flawed links (acyclovir triphosphate) is inserted into a growing chain of
counterfeit currency by the assembly line’s main robot (viral DNA polymerase), the defect prevents any
further links from being attached. The chain is broken. Moreover, the main robot becomes jammed by this
faulty link, unable to move on to start new chains. Because the counterfeiters’ special tool is primarily
responsible for activating these defective links, the legitimate currency production factories (host cells) in the
city, which use different tools, are largely unaffected by these flawed components. Brand vs. Generic Zovirax
is the original brand name under which acyclovir was first introduced and marketed by GlaxoSmithKline. As
a pioneering antiviral medication, it established the efficacy and safety profile of acyclovir for treating
various herpes virus infections. Following the expiration of its patent protection, numerous pharmaceutical
companies began to manufacture and market generic versions of acyclovir. These generic alternatives contain
the identical active pharmaceutical ingredient, acyclovir, in the same dosage forms and strengths as the
brand-name Zovirax products (e.g., tablets, capsules, topical preparations, intravenous solutions). Regulatory
bodies, such as the U.S. Food and Drug Administration (FDA), mandate that generic drugs demonstrate
bioequivalence to their brand-name counterparts. This ensures that they are absorbed and utilized by the body
in a comparable manner, offering the same therapeutic benefits and safety profile. The availability of generic
acyclovir has significantly increased access to this antiviral treatment and has generally made it a more
affordable option for patients and healthcare systems. Available Forms Zovirax (and its generic acyclovir
equivalents) is formulated in a variety of dosage forms to cater to different types of herpes virus infections,
their severity, and patient needs. This versatility allows for targeted treatment, whether the infection is
localized on the skin, affecting mucous membranes, or requires systemic intervention: Oral Tablets: These
are commonly prescribed for systemic treatment of genital herpes, shingles, and chickenpox, and come in
strengths such as 200 mg, 400 mg, and 800 mg. Oral Capsules: Another option for systemic oral
administration, typically available in a 200 mg strength. Oral Suspension: A liquid formulation (usually 200
mg/5 mL) which is particularly useful for pediatric patients (e.g., for chickenpox) or for adults who have
difficulty swallowing tablets or capsules. Topical Ointment (5%): Designed for direct application to external
genital herpes lesions to help speed healing and reduce viral shedding from the sores. Topical Cream (5%):
Often used for recurrent herpes labialis (cold sores on the lips and face) to be applied at the first sign of an
outbreak. Intravenous (IV) Injection: Reserved for more severe herpes infections, particularly in
immunocompromised individuals, or for serious conditions like herpes simplex encephalitis (infection of the
brain) or neonatal herpes. It ensures direct and rapid delivery of acyclovir into the bloodstream. Unique
Features Zovirax (acyclovir) possesses several characteristics that underscore its importance in antiviral
medicine: Selective Viral Activation: A key distinguishing feature is its mechanism of action that relies on
initial phosphorylation (activation) predominantly by viral thymidine kinase. This selective activation means
the drug is more readily converted to its active form within virus-infected cells compared to uninfected host
cells, contributing to its targeted effect and relatively good safety profile. Broad Antiherpetic Spectrum
within its Class: While specific to herpes viruses, acyclovir is effective against a range of common and
clinically significant herpesviruses, including Herpes Simplex Virus type 1 (HSV-1, typically causing cold
sores), Herpes Simplex Virus type 2 (HSV-2, typically causing genital herpes), and Varicella-Zoster Virus
(VZV, causing chickenpox and shingles). Pioneering Nucleoside Analogue: Acyclovir was one of the first
highly effective and selective antiviral drugs developed, paving the way for subsequent nucleoside analogues
and antiviral research. Its success established a proof of concept for targeting viral enzymes.

Side Effects



Zovirax (acyclovir), while generally well-tolerated, can cause side effects, which may vary depending on the
dosage form (oral, topical, or intravenous) and individual patient factors. Most side effects are mild, but it’s
important to be aware of potential reactions and consult a healthcare provider if any are concerning or
persistent. Common Side Effects: These are more frequently observed, particularly with oral or intravenous
administration. Topical use generally has fewer systemic side effects. Nausea or Vomiting: A feeling of
queasiness or the urge to throw up, sometimes accompanied by actual vomiting. This is more typical with
oral forms. Management Tip: Taking oral acyclovir with food or milk (if not contraindicated by your doctor)
may help lessen stomach upset for some individuals. Diarrhea: Experiencing looser or more frequent bowel
movements than usual. Management Tip: Ensure adequate fluid intake to prevent dehydration if diarrhea
occurs. Headache: A sensation of pain or discomfort in the head. General Malaise: A vague feeling of being
unwell, discomfort, or bodily weakness. Application Site Reactions (Topical forms): When using Zovirax
cream or ointment, some individuals may experience: Mild pain, burning, or stinging at the site of
application. Itching. Dryness or flaking of the skin. Redness or mild swelling. Management Tip: These
reactions are usually temporary and mild. If severe or persistent, discontinue use and consult your doctor.
Dizziness (Oral forms): A feeling of lightheadedness or unsteadiness. Less Common Side Effects: These
effects are observed with lower frequency. Abdominal Pain (Oral forms): Discomfort or cramping in the
stomach area. Fatigue (Oral forms): A feeling of unusual tiredness or lack of energy. Skin Rash or Itching
(Systemic – Oral/IV): Generalized skin reactions not limited to an application site. Hair Loss (Alopecia –
rare, usually with long-term or high-dose oral use): Some thinning of hair. Photosensitivity (Oral forms):
Increased sensitivity of the skin to sunlight, leading to easier sunburn. Management Tip: Use sunscreen and
wear protective clothing when outdoors. Inflammation at Injection Site (IV form): Pain, swelling, redness, or
phlebitis (vein inflammation) can occur where the IV is administered. This requires careful monitoring by
healthcare staff. Serious Side Effects: These are rare but require prompt medical attention. If you experience
any of the following, contact your doctor immediately or seek emergency care: Kidney Problems (Renal
Impairment or Failure – primarily with IV or high-dose oral use, especially in dehydrated or renally-impaired
patients): Symptoms can include decreased urination, swelling in the legs or feet, fatigue, or confusion. This
risk is increased if acyclovir crystals form in the kidneys. Management Tip: Maintaining good hydration
while taking acyclovir is important to help prevent this. Neurological Changes (Encephalopathy – primarily
with IV or high-dose oral use, more common in elderly or those with kidney problems): Symptoms can range
from confusion, agitation, tremors, hallucinations, drowsiness, to seizures or coma. Severe Allergic Reaction
(Anaphylaxis): Signs include difficulty breathing or swallowing, swelling of the face, lips, tongue, or throat,
hives (widespread itchy welts), severe dizziness, or a rapid heartbeat. Reduced Blood Cell Counts (Rare –
more likely with high doses or in immunocompromised individuals): This can manifest as unusual bleeding
or bruising (due to low platelets), severe fatigue or weakness (due to anemia), or frequent infections/fever
(due to low white blood cells). Liver Problems (Hepatitis or Jaundice – rare): Symptoms may include
yellowing of the skin or eyes, dark urine, severe abdominal pain, or persistent nausea/vomiting. Severe Skin
Reactions (e.g., Stevens-Johnson Syndrome, Toxic Epidermal Necrolysis – extremely rare): Characterized by
widespread blistering, peeling skin, and sores on mucous membranes (mouth, eyes, genitals), often with fever
and flu-like symptoms. This list does not encompass every possible side effect. It’s important to report any
new or bothersome symptoms to your healthcare provider. They can offer advice and determine if any action
is needed based on your specific circumstances and the formulation of Zovirax you are using.

Safety advice

Interactions Alcohol:
Consult your doctor
While direct significant interactions between Zovirax (acyclovir) and alcohol are not prominently
documented, alcohol can contribute to dehydration, which is advisable to avoid while taking acyclovir
to support kidney health. Discussing alcohol use with your physician can provide personalized



guidance based on your health status and treatment plan.

Interactions Other Medications:
Consult your doctor
Zovirax can interact with certain other medications, particularly those that affect kidney function (e.g.,
probenecid, some immunosuppressants like mycophenolate mofetil, or other nephrotoxic drugs),
potentially increasing blood levels of acyclovir or the risk of kidney-related side effects. Always
inform your healthcare provider about all medications, including over-the-counter drugs and
supplements, you are taking.

Special Groups Pregnancy:
Consult your doctor
Acyclovir may be prescribed during pregnancy if the potential benefit to the mother clearly outweighs
the potential, though generally considered low, risk to the fetus, especially for treating significant
maternal herpes infections. A careful assessment by a healthcare professional is essential to determine
the appropriateness of Zovirax use during pregnancy.

Special Groups Breastfeeding:
Consult your doctor
Acyclovir is excreted in breast milk, and while generally considered compatible with breastfeeding by
some authorities for maternal treatment, the decision should be made in consultation with a healthcare
provider. They will weigh the benefits of the medication for the mother against any potential risks to
the nursing infant.

Special Groups Elderly:
Use with caution
Elderly individuals may have reduced kidney function, even if not overtly apparent, which can lead to
higher concentrations of acyclovir in the body and an increased risk of side effects, particularly
neurological ones. Dose adjustments and careful monitoring of renal function are often necessary in
this age group.

Special Groups Children:
Safe if prescribed
Zovirax (acyclovir) is approved for use in children for specific indications like chickenpox and certain
herpes simplex infections, with dosages carefully adjusted based on age, weight, and the type of
infection. It should only be administered to children under the direct guidance and prescription of a
healthcare professional.

Effects on Activities Driving:
Use with caution
While Zovirax is not commonly associated with severe impairment, side effects such as dizziness or,
rarely, neurological disturbances (more likely with high doses or IV use) could affect the ability to
drive safely. Patients should assess their individual reaction to the medication before operating a
vehicle, especially when starting treatment or if higher doses are used.

Effects on Activities Operating Machinery:
Use with caution
Similar to driving, the potential for Zovirax to cause dizziness or other central nervous system effects,
although generally uncommon with standard oral doses, warrants caution when operating heavy
machinery or performing tasks requiring full alertness. It is prudent to understand how the medication
affects you before engaging in such activities.



FAQs

Is Zovirax the same as Valtrex?
Zovirax (acyclovir) and Valtrex (valacyclovir) are both antiviral medications used to treat herpes-
related infections. Valtrex is a prodrug of acyclovir, meaning it converts into acyclovir in the body.
While they work similarly, Valtrex is often more convenient as it requires fewer doses per day.

Why do you need to drink lots of water with Acyclovir?
Drinking plenty of water while taking acyclovir helps prevent dehydration and reduces the risk of
kidney-related side effects. Acyclovir can crystallize in the kidneys, and staying hydrated minimizes
this risk.

What can I use instead of Zovirax?
Alternatives to Zovirax include other antiviral medications like Valtrex (valacyclovir) or Famvir
(famciclovir). For topical treatments, penciclovir (Denavir) or over-the-counter options like Abreva
(docosanol) may be used for cold sores.

Can I buy Zovirax over the counter?
No, Zovirax (acyclovir) is a prescription-only medication and is not available over the counter.

Disclaimer

Disclaimer: The information on this site is provided for informational purposes only and is not medical
advice. It does not replace professional medical consultation, diagnosis, or treatment. Do not self-medicate
based on the information presented on this site. Always consult with a doctor or other qualified healthcare
professional before making any decisions about your health.
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