
This site uses tracking information. Visit our privacy policy. Click to agree to this policy and not see this again.

Ophthalmology and Visual Sciences

Search

Acute Onset of Unilateral Trochleitis
Aaron D. Dotson MD; Ryan J. Diel MD; Brittany A. Simmons MD; Erin M. Shriver MD, FACS
August 25, 2022

        

INITIAL PRESENTATION

Chief Complaint: Left upper eyelid pain

History of Present Illness: A 28-year-old woman presented with a 1-month history of progressive left upper eyelid pain.

She initially presented to her primary care physician who diagnosed her with a stye of the left upper eyelid. She completed a 10-day
course of cephalexin without improvement. Her symptoms progressively worsened until she went to her local emergency
department, where she received intravenous steroids and a local ketorolac injection for presumed orbital myositis. She again
experienced minimal improvement in her symptoms following treatment.

Due to ongoing pain, she later presented to the University of Iowa emergency department endorsing persistent left upper eyelid
pain worsened with eye movement, particularly in upgaze. She denied any visual changes, flashes of light, floaters, visual
curtaining, diplopia, pulsatile tinnitus, transient visual obscuration, fevers, chills, or unintentional weight loss.

Past Ocular History:

Myopia
No ocular surgeries

Past Medical History:

Fibromyalgia
Osteoarthritis
Gastrointestinal reflux disease

Medications: None

Allergies: No known drug allergies

Family History: Non-contributory

Social History: Non-contributory. No history of alcohol, tobacco, or drug use.

Review of Systems: Negative except for what is detailed in the history of present illness.

OCULAR EXAMINATION

Visual Acuity Without Correction (Near Snellen Card):
Right eye(OD): 20/20
Left eye (OS): 20/20

Ocular Motility/Alignment:
OD: -1 on upgaze (limited due to pain), otherwise full
OS: -1 on upgaze (limited due to pain), otherwise full
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Intraocular Pressure (Tonopen):
OD: 12 mmHg
OS: 14 mmHg

Pupils:
OD: 7 mm → 4 mm, no relative afferent pupillary defect (RAPD)
OS: 7 mm → 4 mm, no RAPD

Confrontation Visual Fields (Count Fingers):
OD: Full
OS: Full

Hertel Exophthalmometer:
Base: 90 mm
OD: 21 mm
OS: 20 mm

External:
OD: Normal
OS: Positive “Cotton-tipped applicator test” (see Figure 1)



Figure 1: Demonstration of the “Cotton-tipped applicator test,” which tests for localized pain with palpation to trochlear region.



Slit lamp examination:
OD:

Lids/lashes: Mild meibomian gland dysfunction
Conjunctiva/sclera: Clear and quiet
Cornea: Clear
Anterior Chamber: Deep and quiet - no cell or flare
Iris: Normal architecture, persistent pupillary membrane, no transillumination defects
Lens: Clear

OS:

Lids/lashes: Mild meibomian gland dysfunction, mild medial upper eyelid fullness. No frank edema, erythema or
warmth.
Conjunctiva/sclera: Clear and quiet
Cornea: Clear
Anterior Chamber: Deep and quiet - no cell or flare
Iris: Normal architecture, no transillumination defects
Lens: Clear

Gonioscopy:
Both eyes (OU): Open angles, 1+ pigmentation

Dilated fundus examination (DFE):
Both eyes (OU)

Vitreous: Normal
Disc: Normal, no disc edema
Cup-to-disc ratio: 0.2
Macula: Normal
Vessels: Normal
Periphery: Normal

Additional testing:
MRI Brain with and without contrast
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Echography

Figure 2: MRI orbits demonstrates moderate thickening and enhancement of the left superior oblique muscle relative to the other
extraocular muscles via a coronal T2 post-contrast view.
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Labs:

Figure 3: A-Scans of the (A) right and (B) left orbits, revealing marked left superior oblique/trochlea enlargement (maximum thickness
4.84mm) compared to the right super oblique/trochlea (maximum thickness 2.47mm). Red arrows represent corresponding peaks for
the superior oblique/trochlea.
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Complete Blood Count (CBC) Within Normal Limits

Complete Metabolic Panel (CMP) Within Normal Limits

Thyroid Stimulating Hormone (TSH) Within Normal Limits

Free T4 Within Normal Limits
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Table 1. Summary of lab testing results

Differential Diagnosis:

Primary Trochleodynia
Left superior oblique myositis
Brown Syndrome Associated with Trochleodynia (BSAT)
Idiopathic Orbital Inflammation
Systemic Lupus Erythematous
Granulomatosis with Polyangiitis
Cavernous Sinus Syndrome
Trigeminal Autonomic Cephalalgias
Thyroid Eye Disease
Optic Neuritis
Intermittent angle closure
Tolosa Hunt Syndrome

CLINICAL COURSE

After being evaluated in the ED, the patient was started on high dose oral prednisone and was instructed to follow up
outpatient with oculoplastics. Additional testing showed normal laboratory workup (Table 1), moderate thickening and mild
enhancement of the left superior oblique muscle on MRI (Figure 1), and marked left superior oblique and trochlear
enlargement on A-scan (Figure 2). At that time, she reported side effects from taking the prednisone and was instructed to
see rheumatology for management with steroid-sparing agents. She was then switched from prednisone to methotrexate.
However, despite 3 months of treatment with methotrexate, she continued to have left upper eyelid pain.

Upon her next follow up visit with oculoplastics (total of 4 months since initial presentation to UIHC ED), she received her first
trochlear injection of 0.3 mL of dexamethasone at a concentration of 10 mg/mL mixed with 0.25 mL of 2% lidocaine without
complication. She returned to clinic 1 month later stating her left upper eyelid pain had resolved. She would go on to receive
dexamethasone with lidocaine injections monthly, with eventual extension of injections to every 3 months. As the
dexamethasone and lidocaine combination injections were relieving her pain, the methotrexate was ultimately discontinued.
Of note, her symptoms did not worsen following cessation of methotrexate. As the patient continued with her injections, both
echography and CT of the orbits revealed reduced swelling of the left superior oblique muscle. The patient continues to
receive injections on a 2- to 3-month basis with satisfactory symptom management.

Rheumatoid Factor (RF) Within Normal Limits

Anti-Neutrophil Antibody (ANA) Within Normal Limits

Erythrocyte Sedimentation Rate (ESR) Within Normal Limits

C-Reactive Protein Within Normal Limits



DIAGNOSIS: Trochleitis/Superior Oblique Myositis

DISCUSSION

Etiology/Epidemiology

Figure 3: Figure 4. A-Scans of the left orbit before and after trigger point injection demonstrating decrease in left superior
oblique/trochlear thickness from (A) 4.84 mm to (B) 2.47 mm. Red arrows represent corresponding peaks for the superior
oblique/trochlea.
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Trochleitis falls within the realm of orbital myositis and is defined as a local inflammation of the superior oblique muscle,
traditionally characterized by periorbital pain in the region of the trochlea [1]. The etiology of trochleitis is often idiopathic,
though it has been associated with inflammatory autoimmune conditions such as rheumatoid arthritis, systemic lupus
erythematosus, psoriasis, and enteropathic arthropathy [2-6], as well as more rarely sinusitis, trauma, and cancer metastases
[6]. The estimated prevalence of trochleitis in the general population is 12 per 100,000 [7], with females being affected twice
as frequently as males [8-9].

Pathophysiology

The pathophysiology of trochleitis is not completely understood but is hypothesized to involve inflammatory, neuropathic, and
neuromuscular etiologies.

The most widely accepted etiology of trochlear pain is inflammatory. First documented in 1984, biopsy of the superior oblique
muscle in a patient with trochlear pain showed perivascular lymphocytic invasion of the myofibrils [15]. Notably, unilateral
inflammation is generally considered idiopathic, while bilateral inflammation is highly correlated with systemic autoimmune
conditions that, in addition to those listed previously, include Behçet's syndrome, granulomatosis with polyangiitis (GPA), and
adult-onset Still's disease (AOSD) [16-19].

Another hypothesized cause of trochlear pain is neuropathic pain. Yanguela et al. postulated that repeated cycles of trauma
to the supratrochlear and supraorbital nerves lead to altered nociceptive signaling perceived as pain in the periorbital or
frontal hemicranial distribution [10].

Lastly, there may be a neuromuscular component to trochleodynia. This component may derive from myofascial trigger points
(MTrP), especially in patients with a history of migraine and tension-type headaches11. It is theorized that provoking a MTrP
could cause or even worsen nerve signaling11. MTrP in the superior oblique muscle could result in increased nociceptive
input both from the supraorbital and/or supratrochlear nerves, therefore eliciting pain [12-14].

Signs/Symptoms

Pain associated with trochleitis is typically exacerbated both by up- and downgaze, especially in adduction. Physical
examination is significant for erythema, edema, and point tenderness immediately overlying the superior oblique muscle and
tendon in the trochlear region. Diplopia can also occur if inflammation is to the point of limiting extraocular muscle motility
[1]. In some cases, the external examination can also be unremarkable.

Testing/Laboratory work-up

Thorough external, anterior, and posterior examinations should be performed for any patient presenting with concern for
trochleitis. Assessment of extraocular motility is important to document for potential restriction. Cotton-tipped applicator
testing to the trochlear region can also aide in the diagnosis to assess for focal trochlear tenderness.

Serum CBC and CMP should be obtained to evaluate for potential infectious etiologies or metabolic derangements. TSH
should be tested for thyroid abnormalities, while ESR, CRP, RF, ANA, ANCA, and LFTs are used to evaluate for other associated
systemic diseases [19]. Additional laboratory workup can be obtained depending on clinical presentation.

Imaging

Orbital imaging in the setting of trochleitis can be helpful in the workup of periorbital pain. Either CT or MRI of the orbits can
be utilized and may reveal trochlear or superior oblique enlargement with signs of inflammation, though lack of radiologic
abnormalities does not rule out trochleitis. Previous studies have shown only 20% of patients diagnosed with trochleitis
exhibit radiographic findings [1,10,16,18,20-22]. Ocular echography is an additional tool to both evaluate extraocular muscle
size and longitudinally assess treatment efficacy.

Treatment/Management/Guidelines

Current treatment options rely on anti-inflammatory therapies. Non-steroidal anti-inflammatory drugs (NSAIDs) are
considered first-line therapy for mild, acute trochleitis [17]. If symptom resolution is achieved with NSAIDs alone, then NSAIDs
can be used either on a scheduled or as needed basis.

More recently, local trochlear trigger point injections have been trialed with promising initial results [19]. Local trochlear
trigger point injections with the combination of steroid and lidocaine can be used for patients who fail to find relief from
NSAIDs alone, or those with persistent symptoms of trochleitis [19]. While there is no standard dose for the trigger point
injections, published reports suggest 1– 3 mg dexamethasone with lidocaine, or alternatively, up to 40 mg triamcinolone with
lidocaine, with an anticipated frequency ranging from 30 days to an as needed basis for flareups [19]. However, there are
some conflicts with the safety profile between these two steroid medications, as triamcinolone has a larger particle size
compared to dexamethasone and is associated with a higher risk of retinal artery occlusion [19].



The injection itself should be aimed slightly inferior or superior to the trochlea, but not in the direct region itself. Both an
understanding of orbital anatomy and meticulous injection technique are advised to reduce the chance of iatrogenic globe
rupture. Compiled studies revealed a 3.2% complication rate from local injections, including injection site hematoma, peri-
trochlear hemorrhages, and incidental otitis, all of which spontaneously resolved shortly after [1,10,16,21].

Remission of symptoms varies widely in the literature, with some patients being strong responders following their first
injection and no longer requiring subsequent treatment, while others needing several injections to achieve symptomatic relief
of their trocheleitis [16]. A reported 95% of patients achieve a response to local steroid with lidocaine injections within 48
hours8, and these injections may lead to disease remission for a period of 18 months [19]. A separate report suggests local
steroid and lidocaine injections early in the disease course may decrease the duration of inflammatory response and thus
mitigate any extraocular muscle injury or development of refractory diplopia [20].

Oral steroids have also been documented in the treatment of acute onset of orbital myositis, most commonly with an initial
dose of 60-80 mg per day for at least 2 weeks followed by a taper [23]. The literature reports an initial success rate of
approximately 67% with the use of oral steroids, however, many patients experience side effects that hinder their ability to
comply with the treatment [9.24.25]. Steroid sparing agents have also been documented in treating orbital myositis, including
tacrolimus, infliximab, cyclosporine, cyclophosphamide, intravenous immune globulin (IVIG), and radiotherapy [26-30].

In summary, trochleitis should be considered on the differential of ocular pain. Although more studies are needed, advances
have been made in the understanding of pathophysiology and management of the disease. Trigger point injections may
represent a viable treatment option for patients suffering from trochleitis.

EPIDEMIOLOGY AND ETIOLOGY
Estimated annual prevalence of 12 per 100,000
[7], with females being affected twice as
frequently as males
Most commonly idiopathic, but also associated
with various autoimmune diseases

SIGNS
Erythema, edema, and point tenderness
overlying trochlear region, but some patients
may have an unremarkable external exam
Some cases may have extraocular motility
restriction

SYMPTOMS
Trochlear/focal periorbital pain
Pain exacerbated with eye movement,
especially up- and downgaze in adduction

TREATMENT/MANAGEMENT
NSAIDs for minimal, mild, and early disease
Oral Steroids
Steroid sparing agents: tacrolimus, infliximab,
radiotherapy, cyclosporine, cyclophosphamide,
and IVIG
Local trigger point injections with a combination
of steroid (dexamethasone or triamcinolone)
and lidocaine may be effective for moderate-
severe and ongoing disease

References

1. Yangüela J, Pareja JA, Lopez N, Sánchez Del Río M. Trochleitis and migraine headache. Neurology. Published online
2002. doi:10.1212/WNL.58.5.802

2. Olivares JP, Schiano A, Bardot A SR. Acquired Brown syndrome. An unusual complication of rheumatoid polyarthritis.
Rev Rhum Mal Osteoartic. 1988;55(1035).

3. Mortensen TM, Fano N, Madsen PH. [Brown syndrome in an adult patient with morbus Still]. Ugeskr Laeger. Published
online 1998.

4. Thorne JE, Volpe NJ, Liu GT. Magnetic resonance imaging of acquired Brown syndrome in a patient with psoriasis.
Am J Ophthalmol. Published online 1999. doi:10.1016/S0002-9394(98)00353-5

5. Bradshaw DJ, Bray VJ, Enzenauer RW, Enzenauer RJ, Truwit CL, Damiano TR. Acquired Brown syndrome associated
with enteropathic arthropathy: A case report. J Pediatr Ophthalmol Strabismus. Published online 1994.
doi:10.3928/0191-3913-19940301-14

6. Hadjadj E, Conrath J, Ridings B DD. Brown syndrome: current status. J Fr Ophtalmol. 1998;28:276–282.

7. Jarrín E, García-García Á, Hurtado-Ceña FJ, Rodríguez-Sánchez JM. Clinical Characteristics, Treatment, and Outcome
of Trochleitis. Strabismus. Published online 2017. doi:10.1080/09273972.2016.1276936



8. Scott IU, Siatkowski RM. Idiopathic orbital myositis. Curr Opin Rheumatol. Published online 1997.
doi:10.1097/00002281-199711000-00005

9. Siatkowski RM, Capo H, Byrne SF, et al. Clinical and echographic findings in idiopathic orbital myositis. Am J
Ophthalmol. Published online 1994. doi:10.1016/S0002-9394(14)72959-9

10. Yangüela J, Sánchez-Del-Rio M, Bueno A, et al. Primary trochlear headache: A new cephalgia generated and
modulated on the trochlear region. Neurology. Published online 2004. doi:10.1212/01.WNL.0000118841.97273.5D

11. Do TP, Heldarskard GF, Kolding LT, Hvedstrup J, Schytz HW. Myofascial trigger points in migraine and tension-type
headache. J Headache Pain. Published online 2018. doi:10.1186/s10194-018-0913-8

12. Fernandez De Las Peñas C, Cuadrado ML, Gerwin RD, Pareja JA. Referred pain from the trochlear region in tension-
type headache: A myofascial trigger point from the superior oblique muscle. Headache. Published online 2005.
doi:10.1111/j.1526-4610.2005.05140.x

13. Fernández-De-Las-Peñas C, Cuadrado ML, Gerwin RD, Pareja JA. Myofascial disorders in the trochlear region in
unilateral migraine: A possible initiating or perpetuating factor. Clin J Pain. Published online 2006.
doi:10.1097/01.ajp.0000210697.53874.cb

14. Kelman L. The biological basis of headache. Expert Rev Neurother. Published online 2011. doi:10.1586/ern.10.128

15. Tychsen L, Tse DT, Ossoinig K, Anderson RL. Trochleitis with Superior Oblique Myositis. Ophthalmology. Published
online 1984. doi:10.1016/S0161-6420(84)34198-7

16. Smith JH, Garrity JA, Boes CJ. Clinical features and long-term prognosis of trochlear headaches. Eur J Neurol.
Published online 2014. doi:10.1111/ene.12312

17. Gutmark R, Eliasieh K, Rivera-Michlig R. A case of bilateral trochleitis in adult-onset Still’s disease. Semin Arthritis
Rheum. Published online 2014. doi:10.1016/j.semarthrit.2013.09.003

18. Fonseca P, Manno RL, Miller NR. Bilateral sequential trochleitis as the presenting feature of systemic lupus
erythematosus. J Neuro-Ophthalmology. Published online 2013. doi:10.1097/WNO.0b013e318275a597

19. Tran TM, McClelland CM, Lee MS. Diagnosis and management of trochleodynia, trochleitis, and trochlear headache.
Front Neurol. Published online 2019. doi:10.3389/fneur.2019.00361

20. Giannaccare G, Primavera L, Maiolo C, Fresina M, Campos EC. Steroid intra-trochlear injection for the treatment of
acquired Brown syndrome secondary to trochleitis. Graefe’s Arch Clin Exp Ophthalmol. Published online 2017.
doi:10.1007/s00417-017-3757-z

21. Chanlalit W, Teeyapant C, Soodchuen S. Trochlear pain: clinical characteristics and treatment outcomes. J Neurol.
Published online 2018. doi:10.1007/s00415-017-8713-7

22. Cuadrado ML, Porta-Etessam J, Pareja JA, Matías-Guiu J. Hemicrania continua responsive to trochlear injection of
corticosteroids. Cephalalgia. Published online 2010.

23. Costa RMS, Dumitrascu OM, Gordon LK. Orbital myositis: Diagnosis and management. Curr Allergy Asthma Rep.
Published online 2009. doi:10.1007/s11882-009-0045-y

24. Moorman CM, Elston JS. Acute orbital myositis. Eye. Published online 1995. doi:10.1038/eye.1995.15

25. Gordon LK. Diagnostic dilemmas in orbital inflammatory disease. Ocul Immunol Inflamm. Published online 2003.
doi:10.1076/ocii.11.1.3.15577

26. Garrity JA, Coleman AW, Matteson EL, Eggenberger ER, Waitzman DM. Treatment of recalcitrant idiopathic orbital
inflammation (chronic orbital myositis) with infliximab. Am J Ophthalmol. Published online 2004.
doi:10.1016/j.ajo.2004.06.077

27. Zheng Y, Zhang YX, Ding MP. Treatment of idiopathic orbital myositis with frequent relapses: First case with
tacrolimus and review of literature. J Neuroimmunol. Published online 2020. doi:10.1016/j.jneuroim.2020.577316

28. Sanchez-Roman J, Varela-Aguilar JM, Bravo-Ferrer J, Sequeiros Madueno E, Fernandez De Bobadilla M. Idiopathic
orbital myositis: Treatment with cyclosporin [7]. Ann Rheum Dis. Published online 1993. doi:10.1136/ard.52.1.84-b

29. Günalp I, Gündüz K, Yazar Z. Idiopathic orbital inflammatory disease. Acta Ophthalmol Scand. Published online
1996. doi:10.1111/j.1600-0420.1996.tb00069.x

30. Chiu CS, Rubin PAD. Pharmacotherapies and nonpharmacotherapies for orbital inflammatory disease. Int
Ophthalmol Clin. Published online 2004. doi:10.1097/00004397-200404430-00015

Suggested citation format:
Dotson AD, Diel RJ, Simmons BA, Shriver EM. Acute Onset of Unilateral Trochleitis . EyeRounds.org. August 25, 2022.
Available from https://eyerounds.org/cases/330-acute-unilateral-trochleitis.htm

Image Permissions:



Ophthalmic Atlas Images by EyeRounds.org, The University of Iowa are licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-
NonCommercial-NoDerivs 3.0 Unported License.

Address
University of Iowa
Roy J. and Lucille A. Carver College
of Medicine
Department of Ophthalmology and
Visual Sciences
200 Hawkins Drive
Iowa City, IA 52242

Support Us

Legal
Copyright © 2019 The University of
Iowa. All Rights Reserved
Report an issue with this page
Web Privacy Policy |
Nondiscrimination Statement

Related Links
Cataract Surgery for Greenhorns
EyeTransillumination
Gonioscopy.org
Iowa Glaucoma Curriculum
Iowa Wet Lab
Patient Information
Stone Rounds
The Best Hits Bookshelf

EyeRounds Social
Media

Follow

    
Receive notification of new cases,
sign up here
Contact Us
Submit a Suggestion

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/deed.en_US
https://eyerounds.org/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/deed.en_US
https://www.givetoiowa.org/GiveToIowa/WebObjects/GiveToIowa.woa/wa/goTo?area=eye
https://medcom.uiowa.edu/bugzilla/enter_bug.cgi
http://www.uiowa.edu/homepage/online-privacy-information
http://opsmanual.uiowa.edu/community-policies/nondiscrimination-statement
http://eyerounds.org/tutorials/cataract-oetting.htm
http://eyetransillumination.org/
http://gonioscopy.org/
http://curriculum.iowaglaucoma.org/
http://eyerounds.org/tutorials/Iowa-OWL/index.htm
http://eyerounds.org/patients.htm
https://stonerounds.org/
http://eyerounds.org/BestHits/index.htm
http://www.facebook.com/eyerounds
http://twitter.com/intent/follow?source=followbutton&variant=1.0&screen_name=eyerounds
http://instagram.com/eyerounds
https://eyerounds.org/new-case-notify.htm
https://eyerounds.org/Contact.html
https://uiowa.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_4IQGO1JHzNohn5b

