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Abstract

We present a case of pneumomediastinum associated with an endplate fracture adjacent to a vacuum

disc. Pneumomediastinum from trauma can be due to damage to the lungs, airway, or esophagus. In this
case, we present a unique complication of the vacuum disc phenomenon in which vertebral injury at the site
of a vacuum disc releases gas bubbles into the mediastinum. We believe that compressive forces from the
trauma produced a disruption of the annulus fibrosis and forced gas previously sequestered in the
intervertebral disc space to escape into the mediastinum.
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Introduction

Pneumomediastinum is the abnormal presence of air within the mediastinum. Pneumomediastinum can
result from any condition in which air is released into the mediastinum from the lungs, airways, or
gastrointestinal tract such as alveolar or esophageal rupture, surgery, and pulmonary barotrauma. Signs and
symptoms of pneumomediastinum include chest pain, dyspnea, and subcutaneous emphysema. Serious or
life-threatening pneumomediastinum occurs when a significant amount of air causes blood vessel or
tracheal obstruction [1]. While traumatic pneumomediastinum can be associated with various mechanisms,
to our knowledge, there has not been a reported case of pneumomediastinum caused by the release of air
from a vacuum disc. We report a case of pneumomediastinum secondary to a vertebral endplate fracture
producing leakage of gas from the adjacent intervertebral disc space.

Case Presentation

A 66-year-old woman with no significant past medical history presented to the emergency department
following a motor vehicle accident. The patient was an unrestrained backseat passenger whose vehicle was
struck from behind. She complained of severe back pain in the lower thoracic region. The patient had no
neurologic deficits. A computed tomography (CT) scan of her chest, performed as part of her trauma
evaluation, showed an oblique fracture through the superior endplate and vertebral body of the ninth
thoracic vertebra (T9) with small mediastinal air bubbles in the adjacent prevertebral and left paravertebral
regions. A small amount of air in the intervertebral disc space was present at T8-T9 along with the vacuum
disc phenomenon at multiple higher levels (Figures -5). There were no other injuries with no evidence of
pneumothorax, lung laceration, or airway laceration. Subsequent CT esophagram showed no evidence of
esophageal injury (Figure 6). The pneumomediastinum was attributed to leakage of air from a vacuum disc
at T8-T9. The patient was treated with open reduction of the T9 vertebral fracture and spinal fusion from T8-
T10. Her postoperative course was uneventful and she was discharged to a rehabilitation facility.
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FIGURE 1: Axial image from CT scan of the chest at the level of the top
of the T9 vertebral body shows fracture through the superior endplate
containing a small amount of residual air in the disc space (arrowhead).
Note multiple small air bubbles in the prevertebral region
(pneumomediastinum).
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FIGURE 2: Axial image at a slightly lower level shows fracture of the
vertebral body with air bubbles (arrow) between the spine and aorta (A).
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FIGURE 3: Reformatted sagittal image shows fracture through the
vertebral body (arrowhead) with vacuum discs at multiple higher levels
(curved arrows).
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FIGURE 4: Coronal reformatted view shows fracture through T9
vertebral body (arrowhead) with small air bubbles (arrow) in the left
paraspinal region.
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FIGURE 5: Reformatted sagittal image in bone window shows fracture
through the vertebral body (arrow).
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FIGURE 6: Reformatted oblique sagittal image from subsequent CT
esophagram shows contrast in esophagus (black arrow) with no
evidence of esophageal leak. Air bubbles are present in the posterior
mediastinum (white arrows) posterior to the descending thoracic aorta
(A).

Discussion

The vacuum disc is an accumulation of gas, mainly nitrogen, within the intervertebral disc. It is a common
radiologic finding and can be identified in up to 46% of cases on CT [2]. It is believed that extension of the
spine produces negative pressure and sucks nitrogen from the surrounding tissues out of solution into the
joint space. The gas may then fill clefts within the intervertebral disc produced by disc degeneration

[3]. While the formation of vacuum discs is relatively common, leakage of air from discs is rare. There have
been cases in which gas from intervertebral discs has seeped into the epidural space or spinal canal,
resulting in pneumorrhachis [4-7]. In these cases, it was suspected that the posterior leakage of air occurred
due to tears in the annulus fibrosis.

To our knowledge, there have been no previously reported cases with anterior release of gas from a vacuum
disc resulting in pneumomediastinum. A possible explanation for the rarity of this phenomenon is the
anatomy of the annulus fibrosis. The anterior margin of the annulus fibrosis is thicker and more resistant to
disc herniation and rupture than the posterior border [8]. There are also multiple layers of obliquely oriented
connective tissue fibers along the anterior aspect which are more reinforcing than the predominantly
vertically oriented fibers along the posterolateral borders [9]. The presence of vacuum discs at multiple
levels in our patient indicates susceptibility to degenerative disc disease and weakening of the annulus
fibrosis. We suspect that the fracture through the superior endplate produced a disruption of the anterior
and anterolateral margins of the annulus fibrosis and the compressive forces from the trauma forced gas
previously sequestered in the disc space to escape into the mediastinum.

Conclusions

In conclusion, while trauma can cause pneumomediastinum from damage to the lungs, airway, or esophagus,
we present an unusual mechanism. Spinal injury at the site of a vacuum disc can also release gas bubbles
into the mediastinum. We propose that the compressive forces from trauma can produce disruption of the
annulus fibrosis resulting in the release of gas previously sequestered in the intervertebral disc space. This
case report is intended to present a unique complication related to the vacuum disc phenomenon and to
expand on considerations for causes of posttraumatic pneumomediastinum.
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Additional Information
Disclosures

Human subjects: Consent was obtained or waived by all participants in this study. Conflicts of interest: In
compliance with the ICMJE uniform disclosure form, all authors declare the following: Payment/services
info: All authors have declared that no financial support was received from any organization for the
submitted work. Financial relationships: All authors have declared that they have no financial
relationships at present or within the previous three years with any organizations that might have an
interest in the submitted work. Other relationships: All authors have declared that there are no other
relationships or activities that could appear to have influenced the submitted work.
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