
 

 

 

ACETABULAR FRACTURES 

 

 

 

Extremely Rare gold aureus of the Emperor Didius Julianus, 193 A.D 

7.25 g. IMP CAES M DID - IVLIAN AVG Laureate head r. Rev. RECTOR - ORBIS 

Julianus standing l., holding globe and roll. RIC 3a. BMC 7 note. C 14. A.M.   

 

The Praetorians had violated the sanctity of the throne, by the atrocious murder of 

Pertinax; they dishonoured the majesty of it, by their subsequent conduct. The camp was 

without a leader, for even the Prefect Laetus, who had excited the tempest, prudently 

declined the public indignation. Amidst the wild disorder Sulpicianus, the (murdered) 

Emperor's father in law, and governor of the city, who had been sent to the camp on the 

first alarm of mutiny, was endeavouring to calm the mutiny of the multitude, when he was 

silenced by the clamorous return of the murderers bearing on a lance the head of 

Pertinax. Though history has accustomed us to observe every principle and every passion 

yielding to the imperious dictates of ambition, it is scarcely credible that, in these 

moments of horror, Sulpicianus should have aspired to ascend a throne polluted with the 

recent blood of so near a relation, and so excellent a prince. He had already begun to use 

the only effectual argument, and to entreat for the Imperial dignity; but the more prudent 

of the Praetorians, apprehensive that, in this private contract, they should not obtain a 

just price for so valuable a commodity, ran out upon the ramparts; and, with a loud 

voice, proclaimed that the Roman world was to be disposed of to the best bidder by 

public auction. 

 

This infamous offer, the most insolent excess of military license, diffused an universal 

grief, shame, and indignation throughout the city. It reached at length the ears of Didius 

Julianus, a wealthy senator, who regardless of the public calamities, was indulging 

himself in the luxury of the table. His wife and his daughter, his freedmen and his 



parasites, easily convinced him that he deserved the throne, and earnestly conjured him 

to embrace so fortunate an opportunity. The vain old man (A.D 193, March 28th) 

hastened to the Praetorian camp, where Sulpicianus was still in treaty with the guards, 

and began to bid against him from the foot of the rampart. The unworthy negotiation was 

transacted by faithful emissaries, who passed alternately from one candidate to the other, 

and acquainted each of them with the offers of his rival. Sulpicianus had already offered 

a donative of five thousand drachms...to each soldier, when Julian, eager for the prize, 

rose at once to the sum of six thousand two hundred and fifty drachms ...The gates of the 

camp were instantly thrown open to the purchaser, he was declared Emperor, and 

received an oath of allegiance from the soldiers, who retained humanity enough to 

stipulate that he should pardon and forget the competition of Sulpicianus... 

 

From the Senate Julian was conducted by the same military procession, to take 

possession of the palace. The first objects that struck his eyes were the abandoned trunk 

of Pertinax and the frugal entertainment prepared for his supper. The one he viewed with 

indifference; the other with contempt. A magnificent feast was prepared by his order, and 

he amused himself until a very late hour with dice, and the performance of Pylades, a 

celebrated dancer. Yet it was observed, that after the crowd of flatterers dispersed, and 

left him to darkness, solitude, and terrible reflection, he passed a sleepless night; 

revolving most probably in his mind his own rash folly, the fate of his virtuous 

predecessor, and the doubtful and dangerous tenure of an empire, which had not been 

acquired by merit, but purchased by money. 

 

He had reason to tremble. On the throne of the world, he found himself without a friend, 

and even without an adherent. The guards themselves were ashamed of the prince whom 

their avarice had persuaded them to accept, nor was there a citizen who did not consider 

his elevation with horror, as the last insult on the Roman name. The nobility, whose 

conspicuous station and ample possessions exacted the strictest caution, and met the 

affected civility of the Emperor with smiles of complacency and professions of duty. But 

the people, secure in their numbers and obscurity gave a free vent to their passions...and 

conscious of the impotence of their own resentment, they called aloud on the legions of 

the frontiers to assert the violated majesty of the empire.  

 

The public discontent was soon diffused from the centre to the frontiers of the empire. 

The armies of Britain, of Syria, and of Illyricum, lamented the death of Pertinax, in 

whose company or under whose command they had so often fought and conquered. They 

received with surprise, with indignation, and perhaps with envy, the extraordinary 

intelligence that the Praetorians had disposed of the empire by public auction, and they 

sternly refused to ratify the ignominious bargain. Their immediate and unanimous revolt 

was fatal to Julian, but it was fatal at the same time to the public peace; as the generals 

of the respective armies, Clodius Albinus, Pescennius Niger, and Septimius Severus, were 

still more anxious to succeed than to revenge the murdered Pertinax. Their forces were 

exactly balanced. Each of them was at the head of three legions, with a numerous train of 

auxiliaries; and however different in their characters, they were all soldiers of 

experience and capacity...  

 

Fear and shame prevented (Julian’s) guards from deserting his standard; but they 

trembled at the name of the Pannonian Legions, commanded by an experienced general, 

and accustomed to vanquish the barbarians on the frozen Danube... 



 

Severus had the laudable ambition of ascending the throne without drawing the sword. 

His emissaries dispersed in the capital, assured the guards, that provided they would 

abandon their worthless prince, and the perpetrators of the murder of Pertinax, to the 

justice of the conqueror, he would no longer consider that melancholy event as an act of 

the whole body. The faithless Praetorians, whose resistance was supported only by sullen 

obstinacy, gladly complied with the easy conditions, seized the greater part of the 

assassins, and signified to the senate that they no longer defended the cause of Julian. 

That assembly, convoked by the consul, unanimously acknowledged Severus as lawful 

Emperor, decreed divine honours to Pertinax, and pronounced a sentence of deposition 

and death against his unfortunate successor. Julian was conducted into a private 

apartment of the baths of the palace, and (A.D 193, June 2) beheaded as a common 

criminal, after having purchased, with an immense treasure, an anxious and precarious 

reign of only sixty-six days.                

                            

  Edward Gibbon, “The History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire”, volume 1 

1776. 

 

One of the great failings of Imperial Rome, in Gibbon's opinion, was its inability to 

develop a smooth plan of succession. If one examines the long list of the Western 

emperors, it is readily apparent that the large majority of them were eventually 

assassinated, and this was usually at the instigation of their direct successor. Successions 

were frequently disputed and on the death of an emperor powerful generals of Rome's 

great frontier armies would often lay claim to the throne on no real legitimacy other than 

"might". Successions therefore often ushered in periods of protracted and bitter civil war. 

One the most extraordinary stories of succession occurred in the year 193 A.D, when on 

the murder of the emperor Pertinax, the empire was literally auctioned off by the 

Praetorian guard in Rome to the richest bidder!  This extraordinary auction was won by 

one of Rome's richest senators, a certain Didius Julianus. When news of this abomination 

reached the armies on the frontiers of the empire there was outrage, especially as 

Pertinax had been well respected. No less than three generals, commanders of the 

British, Syrian and Danube frontier armies immediately rebelled. Each were proclaimed 

emperor by their loyal troops. Didius ruled just 66 days before he would be overthrown 

and executed by Septimius Severus, the eventual victor in the civil that followed. Not 

since the death of Nero in 69 A.D had the empire experienced such internal calamity. 

 

The story of the briefly reigned emperor Didius Julianus tells us that although “money 

talks” - it does not necessarily translate into quality! In the modern age of medicine we 

are continuously and increasingly confronted by the practice of medicine based on 

financial or commercial considerations. Modern evils such as “outsourcing” to the most 

financially attractive bidder are seen as “regrettable necessities”,  but the flip side of the 

coin is of course is sometimes disastrous shortfalls in the “standards of practice” that the 

public has come to (and has a right to) expect! A prime example of the financial 

constraints we face today is the blow out in the costs of medical imaging. Many bony 

injuries in the past that would routinely be managed on the basis of plain radiography, 

(such as facial, tibial plateau or acetabular fractures) are now routinely done so on the 

basis of the far more expensive computered tomography. A return to plain radiography 

no doubt would be very pleasing to the hospital accountant - but not quite so the treating 

doctors and their patients!   



ACETABULAR FRACTURES 

 

Introduction 

 

Acetabular fractures are usually seen in association with other pelvic or femoral injuries. 

 

They are usually the result of high energy mechanisms and so there is also a high 

association with other soft tissue injuries, which may be life - threatening.   

 

Mechanism 

 

These injuries are associated with high energy mechanisms - frequently motor vehicle 

accidents. 

 

Force is usually transmitted through the femur, then the femoral head, and is then 

transferred to the acetabulum. 

 

Classification 

 

The columns of the acetabulum: 

 

Columns of the acetabulum, antero-posterior 

view. The white area is the anterior column, 

the red area is the posterior column, and the 

purple area sometimes referred to as the “tie 

beam” (inferior pubic ramus). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

There are several classifications, including the older Judet (see Appendix 2 below), based 

largely on plain radiographs and the newer CT based classifications, as below: 
4
 



 

 

 

In summary: 

 

 

Fracture Type 

 

 

Description 

 

 

Type A 

 

 

Involving either a single wall or column (anterior or posterior) 

 

 

Type B 

 

 

Include both anterior and posterior columns but not  bicolumnar fractures 

(transverse, T-shaped, anterior with posterior hemitransverse type injuries) 

 



 

Type C 

 

 

Bi-columnar fractures, with the roof as a separate fragment 

 

 

Complications 

 

● Acetabular fractures are high energy injuries, and associated fractures, as well as 

 associated life threatening injuries should always be anticipated. 

 

● Posterior column fractures may be associated with sciatic nerve damage. 

 

● Incompletely treated acetabular fractures have a high likelihood of developing 

 secondary degenerative osteoarthritis. 

 

Clinical Assessment 

 

Acetabular fractures are high energy injuries and there should be a high index of 

suspicion for associated injuries. 

 

Important points of history 

 

Ascertain the mechanism of injury - high energy injuries are likely to produce acetabular 

fractures as well as significant associated injuries.   

 

Important points of examination 

 

1. Assess ABC: 

 

● Assess for any circulatory compromise, suggesting significant associated 

 pelvic and/ or abdominal injury. 

 

2. Assess the cervical spine 

 

3. Perform a thorough secondary survey. 

 

4. Check for possible pelvic fracture instability: 

 

 ● There is high likelihood of significant associated injuries. 

 

5. Examine the lower limb: 

 

 ● Knee, hip and femoral shaft fractures are often associated  

 

 ● Assess for neurovascular compromise. 

 

  ♥ Asses for possible sciatic nerve injury in particular  

 

 

 



Investigations 

 

Blood tests 

 

These are required in the context of major injuries, or in the setting of associated multi-

trauma, especially pelvic fractures.  

 

1. FBE 

 

2. U&Es/ glucose  

 

3. Blood group and cross match as clinically indicated. 

 

Plain radiography 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Important radiological lines in the assessment of the acetabular region.
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1. Iliopectineal, (or arcuate line or iliopubic line).   

 

2. Ilioischial line. 

 

3. Radiographic U (or "tear")  

 



4. Acetabular roof. 

 

5. Anterior acetabular lip. 

 

6. Posterior acetabular lip. 

 

Breaks in the smooth continuity of these radiographic lines suggest fracture 

 

● Breaks in the Iliopectineal line suggest a fracture of the anterior column of 

 the acetabulum. 
 

● Breaks in the Ilioischial line suggest a fracture of the posterior column of the 

 acetabulum. 
 

 

The radiographic lines demonstrated on a pelvic radiograph. 

 

There are 3 standard views when imaging the acetabulum by plain radiography: 

 

● A-P 

 

● Lateral 

 

● Judet, (or oblique) 



 

CT Scan 

 

CT scan should be done in all cases of acetabular fracture seen on plain radiography and / 

or suspected clinically. 

 

Occult fractures are often found and fractures can be far more extensive than can be 

appreciated on plain radiography. 

 

3D reconstructions of the region will assist in surgical planning. 

 

Modern classifications of acetabular factures are based on CT assessment. 

 

Management 

 

1. ABC and stabilize any other associated life threatening injuries. 

 

2. IV fluid resuscitation as clinically indicated  

 

3. Analgesia: 

 

 ● IV titrated morphine to clinical affect. 

 

4. Splint any major pelvic fracture, e.g. tied sheet. 

 

5. Conservative versus ORIF: 

 

The goal of treatment is the anatomic reduction and stable fixation of the fracture, 

such that the femoral head is concentrically reduced under an adequate portion of 

the weight bearing dome of the acetabulum. 

 

Treatment can be conservative or by ORIF. 

 

 Considerations for ORIF include: 

 

 ● The degree of displacement, (>2 mm articular step). 

 

● Failure to achieve or maintain concentric reduction by closed means. 

● Incarcerated intra-articular fragments or impaction of the articular surface. 

 ● Associated neurovascular injury or compound injury 

 

 ● Integrity of the weight bearing (roof) region of the acetabulum.  

 

 ● The patient is not otherwise contra-indicated for surgery 

 

 

 



Appendix 1 

 

Anatomy of the Acetabulum: 

 

 

 

 

Anatomy of the acetabulum, (Gray’s Anatomy 1918) 

 

 

 

 

 



Appendix 2 

 

The Judet Classification of Acetabular Fractures 

 

 

Acetabular fracture classification of Judet (1964). Of the 10 types, 5 are elementary 

fractures (top row), and 5 are associated fractures (bottom row). Elementary types 

involve 1 primary fracture plane. Associated types involve more than 1 fracture plane. 
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