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Clinical Images: A snapshot from the past: untreated ankylosing spondylitis in the biologic era

The patient, a 48-year-old man, was referred to our rheumatology clinic for severe spinal limitation and impaired gait. The patient
was born in an underprivileged country and reported a 25-year history of inflammatory axial and peripheral pain with progressive dis-
ability. A specific diagnosis had never been made, and he was treated with painkillers on demand. Radiographs showed the pres-
ence of diffuse, severe musculoskeletal abnormalities. Computed tomography demonstrated total ankylosis of the spine (video and
panel A, generated with three-dimensional volume rendering and bone segmentation; chest wall was removed to facilitate visualiza-
tion of the spine) due to massive syndesmophytosis, ankylosis of the facet joints, and ossification of the flavum, supraspinous, and
interspinous ligaments (panel B). A possible previous vertebral compression wedge fracture was also noted at the T10-T11 level
(panel B), but the patient reported no history of acute back pain or trauma. Fusion of sacroiliac joints (panel C), severe destruction
with complete ankylosis and fixed flexion deformity of both hips at 35 degrees (panel D), and subtotal ankylosis of both shoulders
(panel E) were also evident, along with widespread periarticular and entheseal ossification. The patient was diagnosed with HLA-B27
positive radiographic axial spondyloarthritis (SpA), classified as ankylosing spondylitis, and scheduled for bilateral hip and shoulder
replacement.

Encountering young patients with such a severe disease phenotype of axial SpA is becoming increasingly rare in the biologic era.
Indeed, real-life long-term data support the role of biologic therapies in slowing radiographic progression (1,2), potentially preventing
the extent of axial and peripheral structural damage and the clinical burden observed in our patient. Furthermore, our case emphasizes
the significant risk of vertebral fractures in patients with ankylosing spondylitis, due to altered biomechanical properties and spinal
remodeling. This risk is fourfold higher than in the general population, but fractures occurring after minor trauma or in asymptomatic
patients can be overlooked (3).
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