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Intrapericardial aneurysm of the left atrial
appendage
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ABSTRACT A 24-year-old housewife with congenital aneurysm of the left atrial appendage under-
went a successful operation for its removal. Operation, using cardiopulmonary bypass, is
indicated in all patients with atrial aneurysm. The procedure has proved uniformly safe and
successful.

Aneurysmal dilatation of the left atrium as a
consequence of valvular heart disease is common.
However, congenital or idiopathic aneurysm of
the left atrium is extremely rare. Twenty-six cases
verified at necropsy or operation have been re-
ported. The purpose of this report is to present a
case of congenital aneurysm of the left atrial
appendage.

Case report

A 24-year-old housewife was admitted to hospital
in April 1976 with attacks of palpitation and
atrial fibrillation. At age 10 years she was told
that she had an enlarged heart and congenital
heart disease was suggested. Attacks of palpitation
were experienced for the first time at 18 years.
Subsequent attacks of palpitation occurred fre-
quently and lasted longer, and she received treat-
ment with digitalis and DC conversion without
any benefit. She was admitted to Hokkaido Uni-
versity Hospital on 10 April 1976 for investigation.
The patient was a well-developed woman. On

admission her pulse was irregular at 80 beats per
minute. The pulses were present in all extremities,
and the blood pressure was 126/60 mm mercury.
There was no cyanosis or clubbing of digits. On
auscultation, the heart sounds were normal, and
no murmur was heard. The chest radiograph
showed cardiac enlargement (CTR 615%), with
a prominent convexity located at the left cardiac
border in the position of the left atrial appendage
(fig 1). A barium swallow showed no posterior

displacement of the oesophagus. The electrocar-
diogram showed atrial fibrillation only. There was
no evidence of ventricular hypertrophy. The
echocardiographic scan revealed a large cavity
behind the left ventricular wall. Cardiac catheter-
isation revealed that all intracardiac pressures were
within normal limits and there was no evidence of
an intracardiac shunt. Cardioangiography demon-
strated a huge nonpulsating dilatation of the left
atrial appendage from which the contrast medium
cleared slowly. The left atrium and the left ven-
tricle were displaced to the right by the dilated
left atrial appendage. The diagnosis after cardiac
catheterisation was congenital aneurysm of the
left atrial appendage.
An operation was perfomed on 23 June 1976,
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Surgery, Hokkaido University Hospital, Sapporo, Japan 060. Fig 1 Preoperative chest radiograph.
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through a median sternotomy. The pericardium
was intact. A large intrapericardial mass, approxi-
mately lOXlOX12 cm was seen adjacent to the
left ventricle (fig 2). The mass was nonpulsatile,
soft, and compressible. A broad communication
5X2 cm connected the mass and the left atrium.
To prevent embolisation of thrombus, cardiopul-
monary bypass was begun, a left ventricular vent
was inserted, and the aorta was clamped before
the mass was manipulated. The mass was then
opened and excised, and the left atrium was
closed with 3-0 Tevdek sutures by imbricating
the cut edges to make two layers.
There was no evidence of stenosis or incom-

petence of the mitral valve. After an uneventful
postoperative course, the patient was discharged
on 26 July 1976, in sinus rhythm. She was seen as
an outpatient one year later symptom-free, in
sinus rhythm and with a normal chest radiograph.
The specimen showed an extremely thin left atrial
appendage containing thrombus.

Discussion

Aneurysmal enlargement of the left atrium occurs
in two forms, an intrapericardial type with an
intact pericardium and an extrapericardial type in
association with a pericardial defect.' However,
these two types are thought to be two separate
disease entities.
The extrapericardial type is primarily a defici-

ency of a portion of the pericardium through
which the left atrium may herniate. The intra-
pericardial type is considered to be caused by
congenital abnormalities of the left atrial wall.2

Intrapericardial left atrial aneurysm, such as
occurred in our patient, is a rare abnormality.
Two types of intrapericardial left atrial aneurysms
have been described-aneurysmal dilatation of the
left atrial appendage (LAAA), and aneurysmal
dilatation of the left atrial wall (LAA). We have
found reports of 26 cases consisting of 14 cases of
LAAA3-15 and 12 cases of LAA.218-25 These 27
cases, including our own case, form the basis for
the following review.

AGE AND SEX
The 27 cases include 18 females and nine males,
and a female predominance is noted, especially in
the LAA cases. Thirteen patients were less than
1 year old, 10 between 10 and 40 years, and four
over 40 years of age at the time of diagnosis.
LAAA has a tendency to be discovered at the
higher age. The youngest patient was 7 months,
the oldest 68 years.

Fig 2 Appearance of the left atrial aneurysm through
the median sternotomy incision. LAAA =left atrial
appendage aneurysm, PA =pulmonary artery,
RV=right ventricle.

SYMPTOMS
Palpitations with arrhythmias were described in
10 patients and were the chief complaint. Cere-
bral embolism was reported in six patients. Three
of the patients had more than one embolic epi-
sode. Cerebral embolus was the first symptom in
three patients, and was the only complaint in
two. A faint systolic murmur was heard along the
left sternal border in 16 patients and a systolic
and diastolic murmur was heard at the apex in
three patients.

ELECTROCARDIOGRAM
The electrocardiogram was normal in nine
patients. Seven patients had atrial fibrillation,
four atrial enlargement, and three persistent
supraventricular tachycardia. Two patients showed
changes compatible with an atrial septal defect of
secundum type.

CHEST RADIOGRAPH
In all patients the plain chest radiograph showed
a mass protruding superiorly and to the left be-
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tween the pulmonary artery and the left ventricle.
Angiocardiography was performed on 22 patients
and confirmed the diagnosis in 17. An incorrect
diagnosis was made of three intracardiac tumours,
two ventricular aneurysms, and one "suspicion
of left ventricular disease". The differential diag-
nosis of intrapericardial left atrial aneurysm and
extrapericardial left atrial hypertrophy is some-
times difficult. Both lesions may have similar
symptoms, electrocardiograms, and chest radio-
graphs. Deficiency of the pericardium in the extra-
pericardial type may be diagnosed with the help
of the electrocardiogram, angiography and a left-
sided diagnostic pneumothorax.26 27

TREATMENT
Operation was carried out in 22 patients. The
aneurysm was removed without difficulty with an
uneventful postoperative course in 17 out of 20
patients. In the patient with multiple aneurysms a
small cerebral embolus occurred. In two patients
the aneurysm was not removed at the first oper-
ation. Reoperation was necessary on account of
cerebral embolus. The aneurysms were sutured in
two patients, but one died of a cerebral embolus.

Atrial aneurysm is not a benign condition.
Major cerebral embolism and congestive heart
failure with supraventricular tachycardia have
occurred in many patients. Operation is indicated
in all patients with atrial aneurysm. The pro-
cedure has proved uniformly safe and curative.
Operation should be done using cardiopulmonary
bypass and the aneurysm should be removed.
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