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Pneumatosis intracranialis: a rare association of 
cerebral air embolism and mesenteric ischemia
Pneumatose intracraniana: uma rara associação de embolismo gasoso cerebral e 
isquemia mesentérica
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A 67-year-old man presented with tetraparesis, which 
evolved rapidly into tetraplegia, and hyporeflexia and had 
decreased level of consciousness. Cranial and abdominal 
computed tomography (Figure 1) showed an intriguing 
association of mesenteric ischemia with pneumatosis intes-
tinalis and intracranial air content in subarachnoid veins. 
This rarely reported association has been attributed to the 
ascension of air through the venous system when the cen-
tral venous pressure is negative relative to the atmospheric 
pressure. It can trigger off a coagulation cascade resulting in 
impaired cerebral perfusion1,2. The term pneumatosis intra-
cranialis is herein proposed to describe this imaging abnor-
mality in association with the description of air content in 
the bowel wall.

Figure 1. Pneumatosis intracranialis: a rare association of cerebral air 
embolism and mesenteric ischemia. Cranial computed tomography 
(CT) showed linear air content fulfilling the subarachnoid veins 
of frontoparietal convexity (pneumatosis intracranialis) probably 
related with intracranial distribution after venous ascension (white 
arrows in A). Abdominal CT was also performed, showing air content 
in the portal venous system (dashed white arrow in B) in addition to 
pneumatosis intestinalis (black arrows in B).
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