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Abstract

Background: The retina provides a unique in-vivo diagnostic window into systemic microvasculature. Severe hypertensive retinopathy is a 
critical prognostic indicator for acute target-organ damage and signifies a high risk for life-threatening cardiovascular and cerebrovascular 
events.

Case Presentation: A 48-year-old male presented with a two-month history of progressive, painless bilateral vision loss and frequent morning 
headaches. Clinical examination revealed a significantly elevated blood pressure of 210/120 mmHg and reduced visual acuity (20/40 OD, 
20/60 OS). Dilated fundoscopy demonstrated classic signs of severe hypertensive retinopathy, including widespread arteriolar narrowing, 
flame-shaped hemorrhages, cotton-wool spots, and mild optic disc edema.

Management and Outcome: The presence of optic disc swelling and severe hypertension prompted immediate referral to the emergency 
department for a hypertensive emergency. The patient was treated with a carefully titrated intravenous antihypertensive regimen. At a 
3-month follow-up, his blood pressure was well-controlled on oral medications, visual acuity improved to 20/25 bilaterally, and fundoscopic 
examination revealed complete resolution of the retinal hemorrhages and cotton-wool spots.

Conclusion: This case highlights the critical importance of routine fundoscopic evaluation in patients with undiagnosed, or poorly controlled 
hypertension presenting with visual disturbances. Rapid recognition of severe hypertensive retinopathy and immediate medical intervention 
can successfully reverse visual deficits and mitigate severe systemic morbidity.
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Introduction

A 48-year-old male presented to the primary care clinic complaining of 
a progressive, painless decline in his vision over the past two months. 
He noted that his vision occasionally “went blank” while reading. 
He reported frequent morning headaches but denied any focal 
neurological deficits, chest pain, shortness of breath, or a prior history 
of ocular disease.

Clinical Findings

Upon initial examination, his visual acuity was reduced to 20/40  
in the right eye and 20/60 in the left eye. Vital signs revealed a 

significantly elevated blood pressure of 210/120 mmHg.

Fundoscopic Examination

Dilated fundus examination revealed classic signs of severe 
hypertensive retinopathy in both eyes. The findings included:

•	 Widespread arteriolar narrowing and arteriovenous (AV) nicking.

•	 Multiple flame-shaped retinal hemorrhages.

•	 Scattered cotton-wool spots (areas of retinal ischemia).

•	 Mild optic disc edema in the left eye, raising concern for malignant 
hypertension.
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Figure 1: Fundus photo of patient.

Diagnostic Assessment

The eye is the only organ where changes in blood vessels due to 
systemic hypertension can be studied in-vivo. The presence of 
moderate to severe hypertensive retinopathy correlates strongly with 
uncontrolled blood pressure and poses a significant risk for systemic 
cardiovascular and cerebrovascular events.1

Grading the retinopathy is crucial for risk assessment; severe 
hypertensive retinopathy (characterized by hemorrhages, exudates, 
and papilledema) is a well-established prognostic indicator for end-
organ damage. Specifically, patients presenting with hypertensive 
retinopathy exhibit a significantly higher overall risk for stroke, 
necessitating routine screening and emergent systemic management.2 
The pathophysiology involves the breakdown of the blood-retinal 
barrier and subsequent necrosis of smooth muscle and endothelial 
cells.3

Management and Outcome

Given the presence of optic disc swelling and markedly elevated blood 
pressure, the patient was immediately referred to the emergency 
department for hospital-based care to manage hypertensive 
emergency.1 He was admitted and started on a carefully titrated 
intravenous antihypertensive regimen to lower his blood pressure 
safely over 24 to 48 hours, preventing ischemic damage to the brain 
and kidneys.

At a 3-month follow-up, his blood pressure was well-controlled on oral 
antihypertensive medications. His visual acuity improved to 20/25 
in both eyes, and a repeat fundoscopic exam showed the complete 
resolution of the cotton-wool spots and retinal haemorrhages.

Conclusion

This case of severe hypertensive retinopathy underscores the critical 
importance of routine fundoscopic evaluation in patients presenting 
with visual disturbances and undiagnosed or poorly controlled 
hypertension. The retina serves as a unique diagnostic window into 
the systemic microvasculature, where clinical signs such as flame 
hemorrhages, cotton-wool spots, and papilledema are not merely 
ocular findings, but ominous indicators of acute target-organ damage.

Rapid recognition of these retinal changes is paramount; it 
immediately shifts the clinical paradigm from routine hypertension 
management to hypertensive emergency. As demonstrated in this 
case, timely identification and immediate referral for carefully titrated, 
intravenous blood pressure reduction can reverse visual deficits 
and, more importantly, mitigate the high risk of life-threatening 
cardiovascular, cerebrovascular, and renal events. Ultimately, this 
highlights the necessity for seamless collaboration between primary 
care, ophthalmology, and emergency medicine to ensure rapid 
intervention and prevent irreversible systemic morbidity.
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