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The great imitator: mesial
temporal alterations in MRI in
an  atypical case of
neurosyphilis�,��

La gran imitadora: alteraciones
mesiotemporales  en RM en una  presentación
atípica de  neurosífilis

Dear  Editor:

In  recent  years,  incidence  of  syphilis  and  neurosyphilis
has  been  increasing  worldwide.1 The  classic  forms  of
neurosyphilis  include  meningitis,  meningovascular  syphilis,
general  paresis,  and  tabes  dorsalis,  with  the  latter 2  gen-
erally  presenting  at later  stages.2 In  the  pre-antibiotic
era,  tabes  dorsalis  was  the  most  frequent  form.3 However,
the most  frequently  diagnosed  forms  today  are  asymp-
tomatic  and  meningeal  or  meningovascular  neurosyphilis
(early  forms).4 Furthermore,  atypical  manifestations  of
the  disease  are  more  frequently  being  identified.5 Cases
mimicking  viral  encephalitis6—8 have  been  described,  with
rapidly  progressive  neuropsychiatric  alterations  that  may
be  associated  with  seizures  and neuroimaging  findings  of
bilateral  medial  temporal  hyperintensites;  these  cases have
been  attributed  to  meningovascular  involvement  causing
oedema,  as  well  as  a  certain  degree  of  gliosis.  These
changes  are  at least  partially  reversible  with  antibi-
otic  treatment,  in parallel  with  improvement  of clinical
symptoms.

We  describe  a  case  illustrating  an atypical  clinical
and  radiological  presentation  of  neurosyphilis.  The  patient
was  a  25-year-old  man  with  rapidly  progressing  cognitive
impairment  associated  with  behavioural  alterations  (agi-
tation  and  hetero-aggression)  of 2  weeks’  progression.  He

� Please cite this article as: Villar-Quiles RN, Gómez-Ruiz N,

Jorquera-Moya M, Porta-Etessam J. La gran imitadora: alteraciones

mesiotemporales en RM en una presentación atípica de neurosífilis.

Neurología. 2020;35:59—61.
�� Part of this study was included in the oral communication

‘‘Neurosyphilis in the 21st century: a descriptive study from a ter-

tiary hospital in Madrid,’’ presented at the session for outstanding

communications at the 67th Annual Meeting of the Spanish Society

of Neurology.

did  not  present  fever,  skin  lesions,  or  any  other  asso-
ciated  clinical  symptom.  Physical  examination  revealed
severely  impaired  short-term  memory,  dysexecutive  syn-
drome,  apathy,  emotional  lability,  and  frontal  release
signs.

In  a brain  MRI  study,  T2-weighted/FLAIR  sequences
showed  increased  signal intensity  in mesial  temporal  struc-
tures  (Fig.  1). The  serology  study  returned  positive  results
for  Treponema  pallidum  antibodies  (IgG  and  IgM,  enzyme
immunoassay)  as well  as  high  titres  in the rapid  plasma
regain  test.  A CSF  analysis  showed high  protein  levels
(107  mg/dL),  with  a normal  cell  count  and  glucose  level;
the  Venereal  Disease  Research  Laboratory  test  was  pos-
itive.  The  patient  received  a  14-day  cycle  of penicillin
G  sodium,  which  significantly  improved  clinical  and  radi-
ological  symptoms.  Four  weeks  after  treatment  onset,  a
follow-up  MRI scan  revealed  a  slight  improvement  of  the
parenchymal  involvement,  with  decreased  temporal  and
insular  oedema.  A  one-year  follow-up  MRI scan  showed  only
a  slightly  increased  signal intensity  in  the  temporal  poles  and
perisylvian  region  (Fig.  2). In  the first  months  of  follow-up,
the  patient  showed  progressive  clinical  improvement  and
was  able to  resume  his  daily  activities.  A  neuropsychologi-
cal  study  performed  at 3  months  of  treatment  completion
revealed  a  slight  improvement  in working  memory  and  exec-
utive  aspects.

Neurosyphilis  may  manifest  with  rapidly  progressive  neu-
ropsychiatric  alterations  associated  with  mesial  temporal
lesions  in neuroimaging  studies,  mimicking  viral  encephali-
tis;  therefore,  it should  be included  in the  differential
diagnosis  of patients  with  these  symptoms.6,8,9 Due  to  the
lack  of  a sufficiently  sensitive  and specific diagnostic  test,
we  should bear in mind  that  diagnosis  is  mainly  based
on  clinical  suspicion  and  CSF  alterations.  Treatment  con-
sists  of  the  intravenous  administration  of penicillin.10,11 In
conclusion,  clinical  suspicion  is  essential  in  these  cases,
since  an available,  affordable,  and efficient  treatment  is
available.
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Figure  1  Brain MRI  showing  cortical  hyperintensity  on  coronal  T2-weighted  FLAIR  (A  and  B)  and  axial  T2-weighted  sequences  (C

and D),  affecting  the  bilateral  hippocampi,  amygdalae,  temporal  lobes,  basal  and  parasagittal  regions  of  the  frontal  lobes,  insulae,

globus pallidi,  and caudate  nuclei.  No  pathological  enhancement  was  observed  after  intravenous  administration  of  contrast  (E).

Lesions do  not  cause  a  mass  effect  or  show  diffusion  restriction  on  DWI  sequences  (F).
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Figure  2  Follow-up  MRI  scan  performed  12  months  after  antibiotic  treatment  completion,  showing  improved  parenchymal  involve-

ment. Mild  hyperintensity  persisted  in  the temporal  and  perisylvian  regions  on  axial  (A and  B)  and  coronal  FLAIR  (C  and  D)

sequences.
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España, S.L.U. This is  an open access article under the CC

BY-NC-ND license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-

nd/4.0/).

http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2173-5808(19)30019-7/sbref0060
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2173-5808(19)30019-7/sbref0060
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2173-5808(19)30019-7/sbref0060
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2173-5808(19)30019-7/sbref0060
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2173-5808(19)30019-7/sbref0060
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2173-5808(19)30019-7/sbref0060
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2173-5808(19)30019-7/sbref0060
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2173-5808(19)30019-7/sbref0060
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2173-5808(19)30019-7/sbref0060
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2173-5808(19)30019-7/sbref0060
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2173-5808(19)30019-7/sbref0060
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2173-5808(19)30019-7/sbref0060
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2173-5808(19)30019-7/sbref0060
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2173-5808(19)30019-7/sbref0060
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2173-5808(19)30019-7/sbref0060
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2173-5808(19)30019-7/sbref0060
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2173-5808(19)30019-7/sbref0060
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2173-5808(19)30019-7/sbref0060
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2173-5808(19)30019-7/sbref0060
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2173-5808(19)30019-7/sbref0060
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2173-5808(19)30019-7/sbref0060
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2173-5808(19)30019-7/sbref0060
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2173-5808(19)30019-7/sbref0060
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2173-5808(19)30019-7/sbref0060
dx.doi.org/10.1016/B978-0-7020-4088-7. 00098-5
dx.doi.org/10.1016/B978-0-7020-4088-7. 00098-5
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2173-5808(19)30019-7/sbref0070
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2173-5808(19)30019-7/sbref0070
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2173-5808(19)30019-7/sbref0070
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2173-5808(19)30019-7/sbref0070
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2173-5808(19)30019-7/sbref0070
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2173-5808(19)30019-7/sbref0070
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2173-5808(19)30019-7/sbref0070
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2173-5808(19)30019-7/sbref0070
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2173-5808(19)30019-7/sbref0070
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2173-5808(19)30019-7/sbref0070
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2173-5808(19)30019-7/sbref0070
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2173-5808(19)30019-7/sbref0070
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2173-5808(19)30019-7/sbref0070
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2173-5808(19)30019-7/sbref0070
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2173-5808(19)30019-7/sbref0070
dx.doi.org/10.1111/j. 1747-4949.2010.00568.x
dx.doi.org/10.1111/j. 1747-4949.2010.00568.x
dx.doi.org/10.1007/s11908-015-0481-x
dx.doi.org/10.1007/s11908-015-0481-x
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2173-5808(19)30019-7/sbref0085
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2173-5808(19)30019-7/sbref0085
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2173-5808(19)30019-7/sbref0085
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2173-5808(19)30019-7/sbref0085
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2173-5808(19)30019-7/sbref0085
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2173-5808(19)30019-7/sbref0085
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2173-5808(19)30019-7/sbref0085
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2173-5808(19)30019-7/sbref0085
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2173-5808(19)30019-7/sbref0085
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2173-5808(19)30019-7/sbref0085
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2173-5808(19)30019-7/sbref0085
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2173-5808(19)30019-7/sbref0085
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2173-5808(19)30019-7/sbref0085
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2173-5808(19)30019-7/sbref0085
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2173-5808(19)30019-7/sbref0085
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2173-5808(19)30019-7/sbref0085
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2173-5808(19)30019-7/sbref0085
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2173-5808(19)30019-7/sbref0085
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2173-5808(19)30019-7/sbref0085
dx.doi.org/10.1111/j. 1552-6569.2006.00050.x
dx.doi.org/10.1111/j. 1445-5994.2012.02829.x
dx.doi.org/10.1111/j. 1445-5994.2012.02829.x
dx.doi.org/10.1007/s00234-005-1414-4
dx.doi.org/10.1007/s00234-005-1414-4
dx.doi.org/10.1001/jama.2014.13259
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2173-5808(19)30019-7/sbref0110
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2173-5808(19)30019-7/sbref0110
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2173-5808(19)30019-7/sbref0110
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2173-5808(19)30019-7/sbref0110
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2173-5808(19)30019-7/sbref0110
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2173-5808(19)30019-7/sbref0110
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2173-5808(19)30019-7/sbref0110
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2173-5808(19)30019-7/sbref0110
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2173-5808(19)30019-7/sbref0110
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2173-5808(19)30019-7/sbref0110
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2173-5808(19)30019-7/sbref0110
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2173-5808(19)30019-7/sbref0110
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2173-5808(19)30019-7/sbref0110
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2173-5808(19)30019-7/sbref0110
mailto:rocionur@gmail.com
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.nrleng.2017.07.004
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

	The great imitator: mesial temporal alterations in MRI in an atypical case of neurosyphilis
	References
	Scurvy and Wernickes encephalopathy: An underdiagnosed association?
	References
	New variant associated with Niemann-Pick disease type C: neurological manifestations and biochemical, molecular, and cellular characterisation
	Acknowledgements

	References
	Endovascular treatment of arterial ischaemic stroke in paediatric patients: a case report
	References
	Immunosuppressive therapy in opsoclonus-myoclonus-ataxia syndrome associated with paravertebral neuroblastoma
	References
	Basilar artery thrombosis caused by vertebral dissection secondary to brachial plexus block
	References
	Progressive multifocal leukoencephalopathy in an immunocompetent patient
	References
	The great imitator: mesial temporal alterations in MRI in an atypical case of neurosyphilis
	References
	Optical coherence tomography angiography in the early diagnosis of Susac syndrome
	References
	Benign opsoclonus myoclonus syndrome and prostate cancer
	References
	Subclavian steal syndrome: A forgotten aetiology of acute cerebral ischaemia
	References
	Posterior reversible leukoencephalopathy after cyanamide overdose
	References
	Agraphia manifesting during a WhatsApp conversation
	Clinical case

	References
	Sinus pericranii: early infant diagnosis
	References

