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1. Introduction

Giant cell arteritis (GCA) or temporal arteritis or Horton’s disease is classified amongst the
primary large-vessel vasculitides, according to the 2012 revision of the Chapel-Hill classifica‐
tion criteria. The disease develops almost exclusively in patients older than 50 years (preva‐
lence of 1 in 500 individuals in this age spectrum) and represents the most common vasculitis
in Western countries. [1] Incidence rates are progressively increased and estimated to range
between 10-30 new cases per 100000 persons beyond the age of 50, while the highest frequency
is reported in Scandinavian and North American populations. [2]

The disease affects, mainly, the large- and medium-sized extracranial branches of the carotid
artery and, classical clinical features, such as headache, jaw claudication, scalp tenderness and
visual impairment, are closely related to this marked cranial tropism of GCA. [3]

On a histopathological basis, GCA involves all layers of the arterial wall, including the
adventitia. Inflammatory lesions consist of activated T cells, dendritic cells (DCs) and macro‐
phages. These lesions are believed to be the histopathologic hallmark of GCA and are charac‐
terized by a predominance of mononuclear infiltrates or granulomas, usually with
multinucleated giant cells. [4]

Besides the inflammation of the carotid branches, involvement of the great arteries, such as
the aorta and its main tributaries, was initially recognized in the late 1930s and reported
sporadically thereafter in necropsy or histopathologic studies of surgically resected tissues. [5,
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6] The prevalence of aortic inflammation, in unselected patients with GCA, has not been fully
estimated, although in a systematic necropsy study of 13 patients, large artery involvement
was demonstrated in over 90% of them. [7] In more recent studies, an increased prevalence of
aortic aneurysm (compared to the general population), was observed in GCA patients. [8]

Retrospective surveys, over extended time periods (20-50 years), confirmed that aortic
aneurysm occurs in 9.5-22.5% of these patients and, particularly, in the first 5 years of follow
up. [9, 10] These findings indicate that large vessel involvement in GCA may be more frequent
than anticipated. Based on these data, a recent prospective study from Prieto-Gonzalez et al,
using non-invasive techniques (CT angiography), concluded that large vessel vasculitis occurs
in two thirds of patients with GCA, while aortic dilatation is already present in 15% of them
at the time of diagnosis. [11]

Large vessel involvement represents a significant cause of death in GCA and it may be
asymptomatic and lead to aortic dissection and/or rupture. [12] These findings underline the
importance of elucidating the pathophysiologic basis of the disease, in which the immune
system seems to play a central role.

In this chapter, a thorough review of the current evidence for disease immunopathophysiol‐
ogy, in regard to disease phenotype and response to treatment, is presented.

2. The pathophysiologic basis of GCA

In accordance with the pathophysiology of many immune-mediated diseases, GCA is believed
to represent the final result of the complex interactions between three distinct factors, namely
the host (by means of the individual genetic background), the environment (pathogens,
physicochemical exposures etc.) and the unique immune system response. However, the exact
etiology of the disease remains unknown.

3. Genetic predisposition

Several studies have demonstrated that GCA is a complex disease, where multiple genes confer
susceptibility. In most surveys, the allele HLA-DRB1*04 has been shown to be related to disease
and its severity. [13] More recent studies have implied the role of genetic variants in the
evolution of the immune and inflammatory pathways in GCA and its clinical expression.
Polymorphisms include the rs20541 (R130Q) polymorphism of the IL-13 gene [14], the
rs2779251 in the NOS2 gene, the rs1885657 and the rs2010963 in the VEGF gene [15] and, also,
the TLR-4 (+896A/G) gene. [16]
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4. Environmental factors

Several experimental studies, using DNA analysis, have shown a possible relation of GCA
with certain infectious agents, such as the human papilloma virus (HPV) [17], Chlamydia spp,
herpes viruses and PARVO B19 among others. [18] Older epidemiological studies have also
demonstrated that increased incidence of GCA was observed in close relation to two inde‐
pendent epidemics of Mycoplasma pneumoniae infection. [19] However, not all studies con‐
firmed these associations and GCA initiation is not definitely considered to be triggered by
infectious agents. [20]

5. The immune system in GCA

Although evidence regarding the genetic background of GCA and the possible influence of
external factors, such as viruses and bacteria, have not elucidated disease pathogenesis, it is
now well understood that the immune system plays a central role in the disease process. GCA
is a complex systematic disorder and it is believed to represent the result of the breakdown of
immunologic tolerance, resulting from interactions between the immune system and poorly
defined components of the arterial wall.

A single triggering factor, initiating the inflammatory process, has not been yet identified. The
initial insult may lead to a foreign-body giant cell attack on calcified internal elastic membrane
in arteries and calcified atrophic parts of the medium layer of the aorta. [21] The prerequisite
for a calcified artery explains why GCA almost exclusively occurs in older people.

Recent studies have raised the possibility that, in GCA, both the innate and the adaptive arms
of the immune system are activated and may lead to vessel wall injury through, at least two,
distinct pathophysiological mechanisms. [22]

6. Innate immunity abnormalities in GCA

Immune responses are initiated by the recognition of foreign molecular structures, such as
invading pathogens, by the antigen presenting cells (APCs) of the innate immune system.
Tissue macrophages and dendritic cells (DCs) represent the main classes of professional APCs
and are characterized by the membrane expression of germ-line receptors (pattern recognition
receptors, PRRs). These receptors are able to recognize specific molecular patterns of exoge‐
nous and/or endogenous foreign proteins, known as pathogen associated molecular patterns
(PAMPs) and damage associated molecular patterns (DAMPs).

Upon recognition of a certain PAMP or DAMP, dendritic cells become differentiated and
activated and produce cytokines, which are able to recruit neutrophils and macrophages,
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activate the adaptive immune system and trigger the complement cascade. The physiological
goal of early innate immune response is to control and demarcate infection and prevent
microbe spreading and further tissue damage.

Recently, DCs were shown to initiate the immune response in GCA. [23] These cells lay
dormant, in a ring-like structure around the adventitia-media border. It is suggested that, in
normal arteries, DCs are sentinels that form a part of the first line immune defense of the vessel
wall. [24]

The population of the immune cells in the adventitia of the large-vessel wall is mainly consisted
of immature myeloid DCs, with a characteristically high threshold of activation. [25] In contrast
to mature APCs that induce adaptive immunity, immature DCs do not express co-stimulatory
molecules on their surface, such as CD80 and CD86. This condition is primarily responsible
for maintaining an anergic state for T cells. In normal arteries, immature APCs are tolerogenic,
thus supporting T-cell unresponsiveness. [21] They have been found to be positive for the S-100
protein and express the chemokine receptor CCR6. [26] As guardians of the immunoprivileged
arterial wall, DCs are committed to protect the structural integrity of these vital and non-
regenerative tissue structures.

However, in susceptible individuals, such as those bearing the HLA-DR4 allele or in older
persons (immune-aging), an unknown instigator or a persistent stimulus activates DCs and
initiates an innate immune response. In this context, certain antigens (derived from pathogens
or locally formatted by tissue calcification) are considered to infiltrate the vessel wall adven‐
titia, through vasa vasorum, and activate immature DCs.

Physiologically, dendritic cells subsequently migrate to the local lymph nodes and clear the
antigens, without triggering inflammation. [26] In GCA, however, for yet ill-defined reasons,
the activated DCs remain in situ and mature in the vessel wall. [27] Existing evidence supports
that the maturation of DCs is a very early step in the initiation of the vasculitic process and
occurs long before the chronic phase of wall inflammation. In biopsy studies from patients
with polymyalgia rheumatica (PMR), mature DCs, already expressing co-stimulatory mole‐
cules, were found in their temporal arteries, despite the absence of any clinically apparent sign
of inflammation. [25] These observations are closely correlated with the fact that a great
proportion of PMR patients will eventually develop giant cell arteritis.

The principal role of DCs in GCA pathogenesis lies, not only in initiating the inflammatory
process, but, also, in perpetuating immune reactions. Dendritic cells, found in vasculitic
lesions, are able to produce high amounts of IL-12 and IL-18 and up-regulate the release of
IFN-γ from T cells. [22] In addition, dendritic cells, in inflamed arteries, can release the homing
chemokines CCL19 and CCL21, which bind to the receptor CCR7. The expression of CCR7
results in the local arrest of activated DCs, which are no longer able to leave the tissue. Instead,
they are trapped in the arterial wall and enforce an aberrant T-cell response. [28] Furthermore,
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it has been shown that DCs’ depletion abrogates vasculitis, thus confirming the critical role of
activated DCs in sustaining wall inflammation. [29]

The activation of vascular DCs is mediated via the ligation of their TLRs. It has been shown
that certain infectious agents are able to legate to specific Toll-like receptors, such as TLR-4
(LPS) or TLR-5 (flagellin). The ligation of a PAMP (or DAMP), such as LPS or flagellin, to the
extracellular portion of the TLR provokes the activation of the intracellular TRAM motif and
the consequent activation of an intracellular phosphorylation cascade (second message). The
final result is the activation of the NfKB, which enters the nucleus and induces certain genes.
This mechanism leads to the translation of pro-inflammatory molecules with autocrine or
paracrine actions, expression of co-stimulatory receptors on cell surface and production of
antimicrobial substances. [26]

Additional research, in regard to the role of TLRs in GCA pathogenesis, led to some very
interesting results. It is well known that GCA shows an impressive, yet unexplained, predi‐
lection for specific sites of the vasculature, such as the 2nd to 5th aortic branches. [1] Histopa‐
thologic studies demonstrated that DCs express different type of TLRs in different arteries. [30]

The distribution of TRLs in the vessel wall is highly determined by the embryological origin
of the tissue. The aortic arch and its branches derive from the ectoderma, whereas the de‐
scending aorta derives from mesodermal cells. The heterogeneity of the immune response in
GCA is believed to be strongly influenced by the specific type of TLRs, whose expression varies
in the different blood vessels. Indeed, in an experimental study, Pryshchep et al showed that
the distribution of TLRs, in various sites of the vascular tree, determine the extent and profile
of the inflammatory reactions. [30] DCs, with differential surface expression of TLRs, display
a marked heterogeneity in their immune-regulatory functions, providing a possible clue
toward the tissue tropism of GCA. Furthermore, the immunological identity of blood vessels,
as defined by the expression of a vessel-specific profile of TLRs, has been considered to
determine the nature of the inflammatory reaction in various types of vasculitides. [21]

In this context, it has been shown that TLR-4, abundantly expressed on adventitial DCs,
recognize LPS from bacterial pathogens. Upon recognition, IFN-γ is produced in large
amounts and leads the subsequent mononuclear infiltration in all layers of the arterial wall.
This all-layer inflammation characterizes panarteritis, with granuloma formation, which is
typically found in biopsies of the temporal artery in GCA. [31]

On the contrary, when TLR-5 recognizes flagellin, the elicited inflammatory response is
characterized by the sole infiltration of the adventitia (periarteritis). In this case, disruption of
the elastic lamina and subsequent luminal occlusion is typically lacking. [31] Clinical obser‐
vations have suggested that periarteritis rarely accompanies systematic inflammatory proc‐
esses, such as aneurysm formation. Subtle alterations in inflammatory reactions guided by
DCs with TLR-4 and/or TLR-5 overexpression may explain the differences in the clinical
phenotype of giant cell arteritis.
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Nevertheless, independently of the mode of the initial stimulation, DCs become activated and
subsequently produce cytokines with redundant and pleiotropic actions. In inflamed temporal
arteries, DCs secrete pro-inflammatory cytokines, mainly IL-2, IL-6 and IFN-γ, which, in turn,
mediate the recruitment of inflammatory cells, inhibition of cell migration, enhancement of T
cell proliferation and stimulation of T and B cells. [32] The net result is further amplification
of the immune response, through positive feedback loops.

7. Adaptive immunity abnormalities in GCA

The differentiation and activation of DCs (following stimulation via their TLRs) induces the
subsequent recruitment of T cells into the vessel wall. Indeed, several studies on activation
patterns and inflammatory mediators in GCA, have confirmed that the progression of the
immune response is totally dependent on CD4+ T cells. [33] These cells are able to orchestrate
the stimulation of macrophages that lead to vessel response to injury, resulting in luminal
stenosis or wall destruction and aneurysm formation.

Upon antigen recognition, CD4+ T cells are activated and differentiated into effector and
memory T cells, while the antigen-specific subpopulation is 10 to 100-fold expanded. Under
physiological conditions, only a few antigen-specific memory T cells are capable to persist
indefinitely and provide life-long protection against pathogens. In parallel, these memory cells
comprise the main barrier against the elimination of T-cell mediated autoimmune responses.

In GCA, several efforts to recognize a single antigen that may initiate the pathogenic specific
immune response have not been fruitful. [20] In accordance, attempts to isolate the T cell clone,
which is responsible for the vascular pathology in the disease, have suggested more hetero‐
geneity than expected. Studies focusing on T cell receptor V genes in the arterial wall and the
peripheral blood of GCA patients have arrived at the conclusion that the T cell repertoire is
significantly biased. [34, 35] Sequence analysis of the CD4+ T cells isolated from the inflamed
temporal arteries has strongly supported local T cell activation and expansion of only a few
selected T cell specificities. Notably, T cells isolated from the right and left temporal arteries
of the same patient utilized identical T cell receptors. [36]

More recent studies confirmed that multiple T cell lineages contribute to the disease process.
Histopathologic analyses from temporal arteries, both prior to therapy and on therapy,
convincingly proved that two cell lineages, Th1 and Th17, infiltrate the vessel wall prior to
therapy. [37] The concurrent presence of the two T cell lineages coincided closely with the
stimulation of two distinct immune axes, an IL-12-IFN-γ axis and an IL-1-IL-23 axis. It seems
that different APC signals are able to recruit either the IFN-γ-dependent or the IL-17-depend‐
ent arm of the adaptive immunity, thus raising the possibility that more than one instigator is
involved in GCA. [21]
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8. Th1 cells in GCA

Th1 cells represent the dominant cell population in the intramural lesions and the periphery
of patients with untreated GCA. [37] These cells produce IFN-γ, as their signature cytokine,
which, physiologically, has a critical role against viral and intracellular bacterial infections.
Once called macrophage activating factor, IFN-γ target macrophages and provide a substantial
pro-inflammatory environment.

IFN-γ committed T cells are considered to account for >20% of circulating CD4+ T cells, an
almost 100% increase compared to age-matched healthy controls. [38] Corticosteroid therapy
cannot affect the expansion of this subpopulation, indicating continuous signaling from the
respective DCs. The underlying mechanism of this resistance involves the triggering of APCs
that continue to release IL-12. Actually, both in the blood and the temporal arteries of GCA
patients, IL-12 production continued unabated during the chronic phase of the disease in
treated patients. [38]

At the tissue level, cytokine profiling in GCA temporal arteries has demonstrated robust
expression of IFN-γ and an association with a defined disease phenotype. [32] In particular,
high tissue IFN-γ levels are typical for patients with ischaemic complications, implicating its
crucial participation in the process leading to luminal occlusion. Pathophysiological studies
have correlated increased IFN-γ levels with the production of vascular endothelial growth
factor (VEGF) and platelet derived growth factor (PDGF), which are molecules implicated in
the intimal response that leads to lumen stenosis. [39, 40] VEGF may, in turn, promote IFN-γ
production, thus leading to a vicious cycle of inflammation and structural stenosis. [39]

It is currently unknown which aspects of the granulomatous inflammation depend upon IFN-
γ. The ability of this cytokine to activate monocytes and macrophages certainly has a role in
promoting the differentiation of lesional histiocytes. However, the profound differences in the
clinical presentation of treated and untreated GCA patients suggest that IFN-γ is less relevant
to the systemic manifestations of the disease and, instead, the major mediator of vessel wall
destruction. [21]

9. Th17 cells in GCA

Th17 cells play an important role in antimicrobial immunity where they regulate the recruit‐
ment of neutrophils and facilitate protection against extracellular bacteria and fungi. Far
beyond their role in host defense, Th17 cells have been implicated in the pathogenesis of several
autoimmune and inflammatory disorders, such as rheumatoid arthritis, multiple sclerosis and
inflammatory bowel disease. [41]

In untreated GCA patients, the frequency of Th17 cells is 10-fold elevated in the peripheral
blood and they accumulate in the vascular infiltrates. [37] In healthy individuals, Th17 cells
are infrequent and account for less than 0.3% of the circulating CD4+ T cells. In newly diag‐
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nosed GCA patients, an average of 2.2% of circulating CD4+ T cells were found to be IL-17
producers, while in some patients these cells were >5%.

In contrast to the Th1 lineage, Th17 cells displayed a totally different sensitivity to corticoste‐
roid therapy. Prednisone therapies led to a fast and, almost, complete reduction of both
circulating and lesional Th17 cells, as, in treated patients, only 0.4% of the circulating CD4+ T
cells were capable of producing IL-17. [38] Taking into account that the systemic manifestations
of GCA, such as fever and PMR, are the most responsive to steroid therapy and coincide with
the normalization of Th17 cells, it can be speculated that these features are pathophysiologi‐
cally related to the Th17 response. In addition, corticosteroid therapy was shown to suppress
the entire IL-1 – IL-6 – IL-17 axis. [38]

The specific circumstances under which the Th17 response is amplified are not well under‐
stood, but studies, in untreated patients, showed that circulating monocytes (primed by IFN-
γ) produce significant amounts of Th17-polarizing cytokines, such as IL-6 and IL-23. Of note,
IL-6 may represent a reliable biomarker for assessing disease activity over time.

Latest studies showed that Th17 cells posses a substantial plasticity and they are able to
transform into Th1 cells and release IFN-γ. [22] It is possible that, at least partially, Th17
represent the precursor cells that will progress to Th1 cells in a chronic disease process. On the
other hand, one could expect that the successful suppression of Th17 cells (after steroid
therapy) would eventually lead to the reduction of the Th1 cells, but this was not confirmed
in experimental studies. Furthermore, there is evidence that there may be a small proportion
of CD4+ T cells that are able to secrete both IL-17 and IFN-γ. The presence of these double
producers was confirmed in atherosclerosis, although in GCA, these cells behave like the Th17
cells, in terms of steroid responsiveness. [22, 42] These findings suggest that these cells are not
important in promoting the chronic phase of the disease.

10. The final common pathway: Mechanisms of arterial wall destruction in
GCA

After the expansion of the Th1 and Th17 cells, the production of their related cytokines is
capable to drive the inflammatory reaction in the vessel wall. IFN-γ induces macrophages
towards their effector functions, mainly, the formation of multinucleated giant cells and
granulomatous inflammation. [29] Granuloma formation may lead to lumen stenosis and, thus
to the ischemic complications of GCA. It is interesting that PMR patients share some clinical
features with GCA, although they do not develop ischemic complications. [3] This is possibly
related to the lack of IFN-γ from resected arteries of PMR patients. [22] Unsuppressed actions
of IFN-γ on macrophages could explain why patients, under corticosteroid treatment, may
still develop devastating occlusive vasculitis.

The pro-inflammatory environment, shaped by IL-1, IL-6, IL-17, IL-23 and IFN-γ, promotes
the infiltration of the arterial wall adventitia by activated monocytes and neutrophils, via the
vasa vasorum. The endothelial cells of these small capillaries in the vessel wall upregulate the
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expression of certain adhesion molecules, which attract and restrain inflammatory cells.
Within the vessel wall, altered macrophage function enhances IFN-γ production (through
IL-12 release) and the subsequent recruitment of additional macrophages and lymphocytes,
thus creating a vicious cycle. Intimal macrophages also express nitric oxide (NO) synthetase,
which augments the capillary permeability and peroxynitrite, which has been associated with
endothelial dysfunction. [29]

Additionally, reactive oxygen species (ROS) are secreted by macrophages into the surrounding
tissues and degrade the proteins of the extracellular matrix. Oxygen-derived free radicals and
their metabolites promote tissue injury through multiple mechanisms, the most important
being oxidation of membrane lipids, resulting in structural disintegration and cell death.
Reactive oxygen intermediates are not only directly cytotoxic; they can also alter cellular
function by disrupting intracellular signaling cascades. The net result is the degradation of the
media and the weakening of the arterial wall.

Additionally, metalloproteases (MMPs) that are released by macrophages and vascular
smooth muscle cells are associated with matrix degeneration, intimal hyperplasia and luminal
narrowing. In particular, matrix metalloproteases MMP-2 and MMP-9, which possess gelati‐
nase activity, have both been detected in the infiltrates of the arterial wall in patients with GCA.
[43] Due to their ability to destroy elastin, MMP-2 and MMP-9 have been suggested to play a
primary role in the internal elastic lamina degradation, a characteristic pathologic finding in
GCA. These metalloproteases are able to differentially regulate vascular smooth muscle cell
migration and cell-mediated collagen organization. [44]

In parallel, the inflammatory milieu provokes the apoptosis of smooth muscle cells, which are
primarily responsible for the compliance of the arterial wall. Aneurysms can eventually be
formed in these hemodynamically non-compliant sites of the vasculature. [29]

Although the pathophysiologic mechanism underlying aneurysm formation in GCA is well
understood, the pathophysiologic basis of lumen stenosis is not equally clear. It has been
shown that IFN-γ may produce endothelial hyperplasia and subsequent narrowing of the
vascular lumen. [22] Interestingly, it was demonstrated that the extent of platelet-derived
growth factor (PDGF) production, in the vascular lesions, correlates with the degree of luminal
occlusion and the severity of the ischaemic manifestations. [40] In accordance, VEGF derived
from activated macrophages deregulate the endothelial functions. Eventually, anatomical
alterations will ensue, leading to the remodeling of inflamed arteries. The physiologic basis of
these findings may rely on the increased needs of the hyperplastic arterial wall in means of
oxygen and nutrients. Neoangiogenesis, provoked by these factors, may supply the needed
nutrients in the hyperplastic wall but, also, effectively supports the destructive inflammatory
reaction. [45] Nonetheless, thrombotic occlusions are rare complications of giant cell arteritis.

The outline of GCA immunopathogenesis is displayed in Figure 1.
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Figure 1. The immunopathophysiologic basis of giant cell arteritis. 1. In normal arteries, immature DCs, in the adventi‐
tia-media border, are the immune sentinels of the vessel wall. 2. In GCA, their maturation and activation (by an un‐
known instigator) leads to the recruitment of CD4+ T cells into the vessel wall. 3. CD4+ T cells are able to differentiate
into either the Th17 arm of the immune response, which is responsible for the systemic manifestations of the disease,
or the Th1 arm. 4. Th1 cells along with IFN-γ are able to drive the activation of macrophages, the formation of granulo‐
ma and the destruction of the structural integrity of the vessel wall via the secretion of MMPs and ROS.

11. Newer concepts in GCA pathogenesis: Immune and vascular aging

According to the 1990 ACR criteria for the diagnosis of GCA, age above 50 is considered a
major criterion for disease diagnosis. [46] Susceptibility of elder persons for GCA is considered
to be the result of two separate degenerative processes.

Firstly, immunesenescence is characterized by the shrinkage of the naïve T-cell pool, loss of
immune-regulation and impairment of innate immunity. [47] More specifically, alterations in
innate immunity functions, such as impairment of DC trafficking and prolonged maintenance
of TLR expression raise the possibility of uncontrolled inflammatory reactions in immunopri‐
viliged sites. Furthermore, the immune aging process results in an increase in basal cytokine
production by macrophages, dendritic cells, endothelial cells and fibroblasts.
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Secondly, biochemical modifications in vessel wall extracellular structures, such as the
disorganization of the elastic fibers, render the vessel wall extremely compliant. Vascular
smooth muscle cells decrease in number and function. The media becomes thinner and
deposition of calcium is not unusual. Beyond the alterations observed in biomechanical
parameters, the “old” artery seems to provide a distinct micro-environment that potentially
increases the risk for the formation of a novel spectrum of neoantigens and the persistence of
inflammatory reactions. [48]

12. Clinical phenotype and response to treatment are dependent on
pathophysiology

Aneurysm formation in GCA is reported in 3% of the patients with 3 months disease duration
and 18-27 % of patients with 6 months duration. [49, 50] Cumulatively, the relative risk for
aneurysm formation is estimated to be 17.3. [51]

Disease diagnosis is straightforward in typical cases with headache, temporal tenderness, non
palpable temporal arteries, jaw claudication and systemic symptoms (fever, malaise, weight
loss) in an individual beyond 50 years of age. Unfortunately, a considerable proportion of
patients presents with minor or no symptoms from the cranial arteries, which is presumably
the hallmark of GCA.

Temporal artery biopsy represents the diagnostic gold standard, as its sensitivity is reported
to exceed 85%. It should be mentioned that negative biopsy does not exclude GCA, as the
lesions are skipped and long tissue specimens (>20mm) are required. Common causes of false
negative results are the incomplete technique (sampling error) and the lack of sensitive
pathologic criteria. Thus, in highly suspected cases, a second, contralateral, biopsy is recom‐
mended. Recent studies suggest ultrasonography-guided biopsy to precisely locate the patchy
lesions of vessel wall inflammation. [52]

Another advanced technique to detect vascular inflammatory sites is FDG-PET (fluorodeox‐
yglucose positron emission tomography) imaging, which is currently incorporated in diag‐
nostic algorithms. [53]

Immune system abnormalities play a critical role in GCA pathogenesis and are able to drive,
not only clinical phenotype, but, also, response to treatment. DCs have been shown to initiate
the immune response, as the number of myeloid DCs significantly increases in the adventitia
of affected arteries and they appear to be activated via ligation of their TLR-4 (LPS) or TLR-5
(flagellin). [31] Stimulation of DCs via these TLRs induces the subsequent recruitment of T
cells into the vessel wall, where they undergo local proliferation and activation. T cells produce
pro-inflammatory cytokines to regulate the functions of macrophages, vascular smooth muscle
cells and endothelial cells, while they were proved to belong to either Th1 or Th17 lineage. [22]

Th17 cells secrete IL-17 and provide the early immune response in GCA, where these cells are
reported to be 10-fold elevated in initial phases. Furthermore, in untreated patients, circulating
monocytes (primed by IFN-γ) produce significant amounts of Th17-polarizing cytokines, such
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as IL-6 and IL-23. Th17 response is considerably sensitive to steroids and is related to the
inflammatory phenotype of GCA, like fever and PMR. [37] The most common clinical mani‐
festations of the disease include constitutional symptoms (anorexia, weight loss), fever (in
some cases fever of unknown origin), headache (usually localized in the temporal region), and
polymyalgia rheumatica. This cluster of symptoms is attributed to the initial Th17 response
and has been shown to respond adequately to steroids. [38]

Th1 cells represent the dominant cellular population at the tissue level and the periphery of
patients with untreated GCA. These cells produce IFN-γ, target macrophages and provide a
substantial pro-inflammatory environment. Additionally, IFN-γ is strongly related to elevated
levels of metalloproteases (MMP-2, MMP-9), which lead to vessel wall destruction and
aneurysm formation. Th1 response is believed to be steroid resistant (in usual doses), as IFN-
γ committed T cells and soluble IFN-γ are not affected even after months of steroid therapy.
[38] The late clinical manifestations in the disease course, such as jaw claudication, tongue
claudication, scalp necrosis and visual impairment, represent ischemic complications resulting
from this Th1-IFN-γ driven process.

On the other hand, thoracic and abdominal aortic aneurysms comprise the most dreaded
complications of GCA. These manifestations are mediated through an intense Th1 response
that leads to IFN-γ secretion, macrophage activation and release of metalloproteases into the
aortic wall. This leads eventually to internal elastic lamina rupture, intimal hyperplasia and
lumen stenosis or aneurysm formation. [21] This sequela has been shown to be steroid-resistant
even if used in high doses.

Glucocorticoids, while the mainstay of therapy in GCA, do not exert the expected efficacy in
Th1-driven aneurysmal disease. [38] Based on these data, glucocorticoids should be instituted
promptly once the diagnosis of GCA is suspected. The optimal dose for remission induction
in GCA remains uncertain. An initial daily dose of 40 to 60 mg of prednisone or its equivalent
is reported to be adequate in almost all cases. [54] In severe, life threatening cases or, when the
visual loss is considered imminent, intravenous methylprednisolone is recommended, while
tapering can begin once the disease has been adequately controlled, with a rate of 3-4 mg/week.
Most patients require medium doses of steroids for at least two years, since relapse risk is high.

Adjuvant therapy is usually needed to avoid chronic side effects, but no agent (methotrexate,
IVIGs or other cytotoxic agents) has so far proven satisfactory efficacy. [55-57] Recent advances
in GCA pathophysiology may lead to alternative treatments, like those which interrupt Th17
differentiation, such as tocilizumab. [58]

In conclusion, large vessel involvement in GCA is characterized by a biphasic pathophysio‐
logic process. Initial Th17 response will lead to the steroid-sensitive systemic inflammatory
features of the disease, while, in late phases, Th1 response is responsible for the steroid-
resistant aneurysmal disease. Given the fact that these complications may be life-threatening,
it is reasonable to be thoroughly evaluated and managed promptly, either by surgical or by
pharmaceutical means or both.
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