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The field of diagnostic radiology is built upon the fundamental ability to distinguish between normal anatomy and 

pathological manifestations. However, the biological spectrum of human anatomy is rarely uniform. For over half a 

century, the Atlas of Normal Roentgen Variants That May Simulate Disease , pioneered by the late Theodore 

Keats and continued by Mark W. Anderson, has served as the definitive reference for clinicians worldwide. This

text addresses a critical challenge in medical imaging: the identification of anatomical anomalies that, while entirely

benign, possess the morphological characteristics of serious illness, such as fractures, tumors, or infections.

Understanding these variants is not merely an academic exercise; it is a clinical necessity. Misidentifying a normal

variant as a disease—a false positive—can lead to unnecessary biopsies, invasive surgeries, psychological

distress for the patient, and an avoidable increase in healthcare costs. Conversely, failing to recognize a variant

might lead to diagnostic hesitation. This technical analysis explores the core principles of roentgen variants, the

structural framework of their classification, and the engineering principles behind their appearance on modern

imaging modalities.

The Theoretical Framework of Roentgen Variations

The concept of a "normal roentgen variant" is rooted in embryological development and biological diversity.

Every human skeletal and soft tissue system undergoes a complex maturation process involving ossification

centers, vascular channels, and fibrous unions. A variant occurs when this process deviates from the most common

anatomical pattern without resulting in functional impairment.

Mechanisms of Pseudo-Lesion Formation

The appearance of a pseudo-lesion on a radiograph is often the result of three distinct mechanisms:

•  Incomplete Ossification: Areas where bone has not fully mineralized, often seen in pediatric patients, can 

mimic lytic lesions or fractures.

•  Accessory Ossicles: Extra bones that develop in specific locations (e.g., the foot or wrist) which are frequently 

mistaken for avulsion fractures.

•  Summation Shadows: The physics of X-ray projection causes overlapping structures (such as skin folds or 

vascular calcifications) to project onto a bone, creating the illusion of internal pathology.

From a mathematical perspective, the interpretation of these images involves a Bayesian approach. The radiologist 

must weigh the pre-test probability of a disease against the statistical frequencyof a known variant. The Keats

Atlas provides the empirical data required to perform this mental calculation accurately.

Technical Analysis of Skeletal Variants by Region

To provide a comprehensive understanding, we must categorize variants based on their anatomical location and

the specific pathologies they simulate. The following sections detail the core mechanics of regional variations.

1. The Skull and Craniofacial Structures

The skull is a frequent site of confusing variants due to its complex suture systems and vascular markings. 



Wormian bones(intrasutural bones) are perhaps the most common; these are small, isolated ossicles found within

the sutures of the skull. While usually benign, their presence in high numbers can be associated with osteogenesis

imperfecta or Cleidocranial dysplasia, requiring a nuanced differential diagnosis.

Furthermore, venous lakes—thin-walled venous channels within the diploic space of the skull—often appear as

dark (radiolucent) spots on an X-ray. These can easily be mistaken for metastatic disease or multiple myeloma. The

distinguishing feature is the lack of a reactive border and their characteristic location near the midline or parietal

regions.

2. The Axial Skeleton: Spine and Pelvis

The spine presents unique challenges due to the variety of ossification patterns in the vertebrae. Schmorl's nodes

, which are protrusions of the intervertebral disc into the vertebral body, can appear as aggressive erosions. 

Similarly, spina bifida occulta—a failure of the posterior vertebral arch to fuse—is a common variant that must be

distinguished from traumatic injury or congenital defects requiring surgery.

In the pelvis, the paraglenoid sulcusis a notch located at the lower part of the sacroiliac joint. To the untrained

eye, this may look like an erosive process associated with inflammatory arthritis, but it is a well-documented normal

variant, more common in females, related to the attachment of the sacroiliac ligaments.

3. The Extremities and Accessory Ossicles

The extremities are the most common sites for "pseudo-fractures." The os trigonum, located posterior to the talus

in the ankle, is a classic example. It is often misdiagnosed as a posterior malleolar fracture. Technical differentiation

relies on observing the smooth, corticalized edges of the ossicle, which contrast with the jagged, non-corticalized

edges of an acute fracture.

Comparative Evaluation: Variant vs. Pathology

The following table provides a technical comparison between common roentgen variants and the pathologies they

frequently simulate.



Anatomical Variant Common Pathological Mimic Distinguishing Technical Feature

Bipartite Patella Patellar Fracture Smooth, rounded margins; usually 
located in the superolateral quadrant.

Supracondylar Process Osteochondroma (Tumor) Points distally toward the joint; located 
on the anteromedial humerus.

Dorsal Defect of the Patella Osteochondral Lesion Characteristic location in the superior-
lateral aspect; intact articular cartilage.

Rhomboid Fossa Lytic Bone Lesion Located at the inferomedial aspect of 
the clavicle; related to ligamentous 
insertion.

Ludloff’s Spot Distal Femoral Lucency Appears on lateral knee X-rays due to 
less dense trabeculation; disappears 
on frontal views.

The Impact of Imaging Technology Evolution

The 7th edition of the Atlas, edited by Mark W. Anderson, reflects the transition from traditional film-based 

radiography to Digital Radiography (DR) and Computed Tomography (CT) . This technological shift has

significant implications for variant identification.

Digital Enhancement and Artifacts

Digital imaging uses edge-enhancement algorithms to improve clarity. However, these algorithms can exaggerate 

the appearance of normal nutrient canals in long bones, making them look like stress fractures. A technical 

understanding of the Modulation Transfer Function (MTF)and signal-to-noise ratios is essential for modern

radiologists to filter out digital artifacts that may simulate disease.

Multi-Planar Reconstruction (MPR) in CT

The use of CT has clarified many variants that were ambiguous on 2D X-rays. For instance, a pseudo-cyst in the 

calcaneus (heel bone) is a region of sparse trabeculae that often looks like a tumor on X-ray. CT imaging allows for 

3D reconstruction, showing that the cortex remains intact and the density (measured in Hounsfield Units) is

consistent with normal fatty marrow rather than neoplastic tissue.

Field Guide: Step-by-Step Diagnostic Verification

When a clinician encounters a suspicious finding that may be a variant, the following procedural workflow is

recommended to ensure diagnostic accuracy:

1.  Symmetry Check: Many normal variants are bilateral. Obtaining an X-ray of the contralateral limb can often 

confirm the finding is an anatomical variant if the same structure appears on the opposite side.

2.  Anatomical Mapping: Compare the location of the finding against known "hotspots" for variants (e.g., the 

base of the fifth metatarsal, the superolateral patella, or the acromion).

3.  Morphological Analysis: Examine the borders. Variants typically exhibit cortication (a smooth, white outer 

layer). Acute fractures or aggressive tumors lack this organized peripheral bone.

4.  Clinical Correlation: Is the patient symptomatic at the exact site of the finding? If a patient has pain 

elsewhere but the "lesion" is found incidentally, the probability of it being a variant increases.



5.  Reference Consultation: Utilize the Atlas of Normal Roentgen Variants to match the finding with documented 

case studies.

Case Study: The Accessory Navicular

The accessory navicular is an extra bone located on the medial side of the foot, present in approximately 10-14%

of the population. In a clinical setting, a patient presenting with midfoot pain after a minor twist may be diagnosed

with a fracture of the navicular bone. 

Technical Breakdown:

    Type I: A small, round sesamoid bone within the posterior tibial tendon.

    Type II: A larger, heart-shaped ossicle with a fibrocartilaginous union to the navicular.

    Type III: A prominent navicular tuberosity (fused ossicle).

The Keats Atlas helps differentiate a Type II accessory navicularfrom an acute avulsion fracture by identifying

the synchronous curvature of the joint space between the ossicle and the main bone—a feature not present in

traumatic separation.

Troubleshooting Common Interpretation Errors

Despite the availability of high-quality reference material, certain errors persist in clinical practice. These failures

often stem from "satisfaction of search" (stopping the examination after finding one anomaly) or a lack of familiarity

with pediatric ossification timelines.

Pediatric Pitfalls

In children, the growth plates (physes) and secondary ossification centers are primary sources of confusion. For 

example, the ischiopubic synchondrosis(the junction of the ischium and pubis) can appear bulbous and irregular

during normal growth. This is frequently mistaken for osteomyelitis or a healing fracture. Understanding the

chronological age of the patient is the primary technical safeguard against this error.

The Role of Artificial Intelligence

Modern radiology is increasingly integrating Computer-Aided Diagnosis (CAD) and Artificial Intelligence (AI).

While AI is excellent at pattern recognition, it often struggles with variants because machine learning models are

typically trained on "normal" and "pathological" datasets, often overlooking the "variant" category. This highlights

the continued importance of human expertise and the use of the Keats Atlas as a ground-truth reference for

training future diagnostic algorithms.

The study of normal roentgen variants represents the pinnacle of radiological expertise. It requires an intersection 

of anatomy, pathology, and physics. The Atlas of Normal Roentgen Variants That May Simulate Disease  remains 

the gold standard because it documents the vastness of human diversity. For the senior technical practitioner, 

mastery of these variants is synonymous with diagnostic excellence. By reducing the rate of false positives, 

clinicians uphold the principle of primum non nocere(first, do no harm), ensuring that patients are only treated for

true disease and not for the unique characteristics of their own healthy anatomy.

As imaging resolution continues to improve, the number of identifiable variants will likely increase. The future of the

field lies in the digital integration of classic anatomical knowledge with advanced visualization techniques, ensuring

that every shadow and line on a radiograph is interpreted with the highest degree of technical precision.
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