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Case report

Osteomyelitis presenting as a swollen elbow in
a patient with the acquired immune deficiency
syndrome
B T GOH,' A S M JAWAD,2 D CHAPMAN,' S J WINCESLAUS,'
G E FORSTER,' AND J D PERRY"
From the 'Whitechapel Clinic and the 2Department of Rheumatology, The London Hospital, London

SUMMARY A patient suffering from the acquired immune deficiency syndrome (AIDS), who
developed swelling of the left elbow four weeks after Staphylococcus aureus septicaemia is
reported. The cause was osteomyelitis of the olecranon process.

Case report

A 24 year old bisexual man was seen in March 1986
with oral and oesophageal candidiasis, seborrhoeic
dermatitis, and recurrent ecthyma of the trunk,
arms, and legs. He was known to be positive for
human immunodeficiency virus (HIV) antibody.
The ecthyma was controlled with topical anti-
bacterial ointment and cream. In June 1986 he was
treated with a week's course of flucloxacillin for
severe relapse of the ecthyma and with high dose co-
trimoxazole for 21 days for Pneumocystis carinii
pneumonia. Atypical mycobacterium was also
isolated from the sputum.

In October 1986 he complained of diarrhoea,
abdominal pain, and distension. Stool culture and
toxin assay for Clostridium difficile were positive.
Rectal biopsy, performed at sigmoidoscopy, showed
histological evidence of cytomegalovirus and atypical
mycobacterium. He was treated with vancomy-
cin and 9-(1,3-dihydroxy-2-propoxymethylguanine)
(ganciclovir; Syntax Research) for C difficile and
cytomegaloviral infections respectively. He also
developed ecthymatous skin lesions. As he was
febrile (38.7°C) and unwell, blood cultures were
performed which grew S aureus. The septicaemia
was treated with intravenous flucloxacillin 1 g six
hourly for 15 days with good clinical and micro-
biological response. Maintenance treatment with
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Hospital. London ElI BB the olecranon process.

695

 on M
ay 16, 2023 by guest. P

rotected by copyright.
http://ard.bm

j.com
/

A
nn R

heum
 D

is: first published as 10.1136/ard.47.8.695 on 1 A
ugust 1988. D

ow
nloaded from

 

http://ard.bmj.com/


696 Goh, Jawad, Chapitnanii, Winceslalis, Forster, Perry

adequate, though follow up blood cultures wer-e
sterile, and a longer course combined with tucidic
acid was now advised.

Discussion

Fig. 2 An x ray of the same elbow eight days larer.

ganciclovir was discontinued in November 1986
because of a fall in the white cell count (2-29x 109/l).
Two weeks after stopping the flucloxacillin he

accidentally knocked his left elbow. Nine days later
he became pyrexial (39°C) with a swollen, tender,
inflamed left elbow. Tenderness was maximal over

the olecranon, suggesting osteomyelitis. Aspiration
of the joint effusion showed a predominantly
lymphocytic fluid. Direct examination and culture of
the fluid failed to show any bacteria as did the blood
cultures. Radiography of the left elbow showed
marked radiolucency in the olecranon process with
rapid progression over an eighlt day period since

injury (Figs I and 2). A diagnosis of osteomyelitis
was made, and treatment with flucloxacillin and
fucidic acid was instituted with prompt response, in
keeping with staphylococcal infection, such that
surgical drainage was not felt justified. It was

concluded that the initial course of antistaphy-
lococcal treatment for septicaemia had been in-

Joint involvement in patients suffering from AIDS is
uncommon. Co-occurrence of Reiter's disease and
HIV infection has been reported,' and fHIV had
been isolated from the joint fluid. Reactive arthritis
may be associated with C (lficile colitis,' and in our
patient stool culture and toxin assay for C lifficile
were positive three weeks before the onset of the
swelling of his elbow. There were no other features
to suggest co-occurrence of reactive arthritis anid
osteomyelitis. The response to antistaphylococcal
treatment supports the diagnosis of osteomyelitis
with a 'sympathetic' effusion, possibly precipitated
by trauma.

It has been shown that patients with AIDS cani
have B cell in addition to T cell immune deficiencv 4

which predisposes them to both opportunistic and
bacterial infections ."The recurrent S aurelis infection
with septicaemia and osteomyelitis in our patient is
another widening manifestation of HIV infection.
The leucopenia resulting from treatmenet with gancli-
clovir may be an additional factor in predisposing
him to the severe infection. The rapidity of the
severe bony destructive change shown bvy v ray
examination over eight days is unusual and in
keeping with his immunocompromised status.
Osteomyelitis if close to the joint may initially
present as a joint effusion. This should be con-
sidered in the differential diagnosis of at 'swollen
joint' in patients with AIDS.

References

I Winchcstcr R. Bcrinstcin D i 1. Fischci I I ). Enlow R. Sololoil
G. Tlhc co-occiiri- Ccc of Rcltci-s sy nilioninc and .acqunilcd
imillitinodcficicncv. Annii Int(e1 Me( 1987: 106: 19-2.

2 Withrington R 11. Corncs P. larris J IR W. et (l1. Isolation of
humian iniiUiniiodcficicncv virils from synlOvial fluiti of paticilt
with rcactivc airthritis. B, MedJ 1987: 294: 484.

3 Bolton R P. Wood G M. Losowsky M S. Acutc arthritis
associated with Clostridium difficilc colitis. Br Medi 1981:, 283:
1023-4.

4 Lane II C. Miasuir Il. Edgar L C. Whailcii G. Rook A IL. FuLci
A S. Ahnormalitics of B-ccil aictivationi aind imminunoi-cgulation
in patticnts with the acquired immunodeficicilcy syndromic.
N En,glJ Med 1983; 309: 453-8.

5 Ammainn A J. Schiffman G. Ahrams D. Volhcrding 1P. Zicglcr.J.
Conant M. B-ccil immunodcficicncy in iIcqtliicd imilmnuine
dcficiency syndromc. JAMA 1984: 251: 1447-9.

6 Witt D J. Craven D E, McCahe W R. Bacterial infcctions in
adult paticnts with the aicquiircd immutinc ficicncs syndromilc
(AlDS) and AIDS-rclatted complex. Am] Med 1987: 82: 9(81-6.

 on M
ay 16, 2023 by guest. P

rotected by copyright.
http://ard.bm

j.com
/

A
nn R

heum
 D

is: first published as 10.1136/ard.47.8.695 on 1 A
ugust 1988. D

ow
nloaded from

 

http://ard.bmj.com/

