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The story of neuromyelitis optica continues to

be written

A histéria da neuromielite 6ptica ainda esta sendo escrita
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euromyelitis optica (NMO) is a relatively rare and particularly intriguing disease.

NMO was first described by Devic' and Gault” at the end of the 19" century, but

it took around a century for this disease to be recognized as an clinical condition

per se®. The diagnostic criteria were recently established and were revised in
2006". The disease has probably existed for a long time®, but recognition of a specific
demyelinating condition that only affects the spinal cord and the optical nerves was not
easy. For some time it was considered to be a subtype of multiple sclerosis (MS)° known as
“opticospinal MS”. Although NMO is not a new disease, comprehension of it as an
independent entity took its time.

The breakthrough for knowledge came with identification of a biomarker for NMO, the
serum anti-aquaporin 4 (AQP4) antibody’. Unfortunately, this is not a specific marker since it
can be present in other diseases and not all patients with NMO have detectable AQP4
antibodies in the serum®*'°. Neurologists have little problem in diagnosing NMO in patients
with severe myelitis and optical neuritis who also present AQP4 antibodies.

Patients with isolated or repetitive cases of myelitis or optical neuritis in association with
AQP4 antibodies have been described. These patients do not fulfill the diagnostic criteria for
NMO, but they have a spectrum of the disease, known as NMO spectrum disorder (NMOSD).
This diagnosis is now better known among neurologists who see cases of myelitis or optical
neuritis. If AQP4 antibodies are present in the patient’s serum, it is not difficult to confirm a
case of NMOSD.

However, when facing a case of NMOSD in which serum AQP4 antibodies cannot be
detected, the differential diagnosis poses a great challenge. This issue of Arquivos de
Neuropsiquiatria brings an important and interesting review by Sato et al on the subject of
NMOSD with negative AQP4 antibodies'. They discuss the sensitivity of the laboratory
methods used to detect the antibodies and elaborate on the added complication in
diagnosing patients with NMOSD who are AQP4-negative and MOG-positive. Sato et al also
present cases that mimic NMOSD in clinical presentation and imaging but were shown to be
related to other diseases.

Over the last 15 years, we have learned that NMO is not a subtype of MS, and more
recently, we have learned that NMO can be diagnosed in patients with a spectrum of the
disease if they are positive for AQP4. Now we are learning that, even when patients are
negative for AQP4, the diagnosis of NMOSD can be established.
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