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Needle arthroscopy allows easy and safe visualization and
sampling of the synovium1. Since it is well tolerated and
allows therapeutic lavage of the joint2, it can also be used in
relatively benign forms of arthritis such as crystal induced
arthritis. We describe the macro- and microscopic aspect of
the synovial membrane in 2 cases of crystal induced
arthritis. 

A 64-year-old woman had bilateral knee synovitis; radio-
graphs showed typical cartilage calcifications confirming
chronic pyrophosphate arthritis. Macroscopic inspection at
needle arthroscopy revealed white chalky aggregates in the
cartilage of the synovium–cartilage junction (Figure 1A).
No pyrophosphate crystals were observed in synovial fluid
or tissue.
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Figure 1. A. Chronic calcium pyrophosphate arthritis: macroscopic aspect
of the synovium–cartilage junction of the anterior part of the femur, with
white chalky deposits in the cartilage and hyperemia of the synovial
membrane. B. Gout: macroscopic aspect of the synovial membrane,
depicting moderate hyperemia and white crystal deposits. C. Gout: micro-
scopic aspect of the synovium (acetone fixed sections), showing microtophi
of urate crystals (magnification ×640).
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The second case is a 44-year-old man with inflammatory
polysynovitis. Needle arthroscopy allowed macroscopic
visualization of crystal deposits in the synovium (Figure
1B). Microscopic analysis of synovial sections fixed in
formalin showed inflammatory cells and empty foci
surrounded by macrophage-like cells; in contrast, acetone
fixed sections revealed sodium urate crystals (Figure 1C),
also detected in the synovial fluid, that confirmed the diag-
nosis of gout. In both cases, lavage had a beneficial thera-
peutic effect.

Deposition of calcium pyrophosphate crystals usually
occurs in cartilage and menisci3-5. In contrast, sodium urate
crystal deposition mostly occurs in the synovial membrane,
sometimes forming microtophi5; this can be confirmed
microscopically in sections not treated with formalin or
other substances dissolving the crystals3. The pathogno-
monic aspects we describe and the possibility of therapeutic
lavage make needle arthroscopy a useful tool in difficult
cases of crystal induced arthritis.
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