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A B S T R A C T   

Here we describe the case of a 63-year old woman with a sacral perineural cyst presenting with different 
symptoms such as headache, dizziness, and lower back pain with radiation and neurological claudication. The 
patient was treated by endoscopic assisted cyst resection and sacrum reconstruction. Histopathological exami-
nation of the cyst material revealed a cystic lesion with degenerative changes and hemorrhages. Postoperative 
course was uneventful, and the patients is free of symptoms three years after surgery. This case illustrates that 
symptomatic Tarlov cysts with extensive degenerative tissue changes can successfully managed by cyst resection.   

1. Introduction 

Tarlov cysts, a Type-2 meningeal cysts according to the Nabors 
classification [1], are nerve root cysts filled with cerebral spinal fluid 
(CSF) and most frequently located in the spinal canal of the S1-S5 region. 
They arise between the covering layer of perineurium and the endo-
neurium near the dorsal root ganglion. The incidence of Tarlov Cysts is 
rare most common in women, and most of them are asymptomatic, 
usually detected as incidental findings on MRI, while symptomatic 
Tarlov cysts seem to be rare. 

Tarlov cysts were first described in 1938 by Isadore Max Tarlov [2] 
as an incidental finding during autopsy. Tarlov described a case of 
symptomatic perineural cyst and recommended its removal since then 
few cases has been reported [3]. Tarlov cysts are one of many mimics of 
discogenic radiculopathy with a reported incidence of 4.6% in back pain 
patients. The patients may present with lower back pain, sciatica, coc-
cydymia, or a cauda equina syndrome. The cysts as cause for the various 
symptoms are frequently overseen [2,3]. The cysts are usually diagnosed 
on MRI which reveals the lesion arising from the sacral nerve root near 
the dorsal root ganglion. 

Different treatment options for symptomatic Tarlov cysts have been 
reported. Over the past decades, many authors advised extensive sur-
gery with sacral laminectomy and excision of the cyst along with the 
nerve root [4,5,6]. Recently, microsurgical excision of cyst has been 
advocated, combined with duraplasty or placation of cyst wall [1]. We 
have observed that beside closure of the fistulas point, reconstruction of 

the dorsum of sacral bone is essential in preventing reoccurrence of the 
condition (own observation in 52 cases, unpublished data). Here we 
report a case of symptomatic Tarlov cyst presenting as lower back pain 
and demonstrate the histopathological changes associated with a 
symptomatic Tarlov cyst. 

2. Case description 

A 61 years old female presented with radiating pain on her dorso-
lateral legs with numbness off and on for 5 years. She further com-
plained about headache, dizziness and vertigo. The pain was not 
associated with specific time, posture or activity. She had Peridural 
anesthesia 25 years ago at her 4th pregnancy, after that she had CSF leak 
symptoms for few days and later there are no symptoms for 12 years. 
Twelve years before symptoms had started with lower back pain, and 
during the past 5 years the intensity of pain increased gradually. The 
pain had progressed to the sacrum and bilateral upper thigh till ankle. 
Moreover, the pain became worse during activity, prolonged standing, 
and walking. Finally, the patient complained about rest pain as well. 

The MRI of spine revealed fluid filled cystic lesions mainly from S2 
and S3 nerve root Ganglion with thinning of sacrum i.e; 2 × 2.5 cm in 
size and the other is of 4.0 × 2.9 cm in size (Fig. 1A). 

To treat the cystic lesion, endoscopic assisted microsurgical cyst 
resection and sacrum reconstruction was performed while retaining the 
nerve root. The cyst wall was sent for histopathological investigation. 
The operation was carried out in prone position under general 

* Corresponding author. 
E-mail address: jan-peter.warnke@pkd.de (J.P. Warnke).  

Contents lists available at ScienceDirect 

Interdisciplinary Neurosurgery: Advanced Techniques  
and Case Management 

journal homepage: www.elsevier.com/locate/inat 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.inat.2021.101426 
Received 7 October 2021; Received in revised form 8 November 2021; Accepted 8 November 2021   

mailto:jan-peter.warnke@pkd.de
www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/22147519
https://www.elsevier.com/locate/inat
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.inat.2021.101426
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.inat.2021.101426
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.inat.2021.101426
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1016/j.inat.2021.101426&domain=pdf
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


Interdisciplinary Neurosurgery: Advanced Techniques and Case Management 28 (2022) 101426

2

anesthesia (Fig. 2A-C). The endoscope (Karl Storz, 12 Fr steerable, 
flexible) was inserted after a 4 mm trepanation of the L3 lamina, right 
side into the lumbar subarachnoidal space. Observing the course of the 
nerve-roots, there position at the entrance into the cyst at the end of the 
subarachnoidal space is detected to avoid damage later. Having the 
endoscope in place the surface of the dorsal sacrum was exposed using a 
midline skin incision under microscope. Adequate length of approached 
is secured by fluoroscopy. The sacrum was opened in an “open door” 

technique. The cyst was evacuated, and the wall separate from sur-
rounding nerves and venous plexus under both, the endoscopic and 
microsurgical view. Close of the cyst was achieved by Tachosil wrap-
ping. Subcutaneous fat tissue was placed instead the former cyst-volume 
and the sacrum reconstructed using the bone flap secured by micro- 
plates and screws. Representative postoperative MRI is shown in Fig. 1B. 

Following operation, patient was treated with pain relieve medica-
tion and bed rest for 3 days due to CSF loss. Slowly the patient 

Fig. 1. A [T2 weighted sag. Ax. MRI picture preop]. B [T2 weighted sag, ax MRI post-op].  
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appreciated relief of pain after the surgery. Post-operative MRI did not 
show any evidence of remaining cyst parts. 

Histopathological examination of the resected cyst material revealed 
a cystic lesion with extensive fibrotic changes, fresh and old hemor-
rhages, as well as dense infiltration by macrophages (Fig. 3). Occa-
sionally, macrophages appeared as multinucleated structures which 
were highlighted by CD68 immunostaining. Lymphocytic infiltrations 
were sparse. Neuronal tissue or nerve fibers were not detected by 
immunohistochemistry. 

3. Discussion 

It is still under debate whether Tarlov cysts are variants of anatomy, 
or the result of an active ongoing pathological process. Assuming an 
active process, different causes including inflammatory processes inside 
nerve roots up to the level of the Ganglia followed by fluid trap are 
discussed [2–4]. 

It remains speculation what this type of cyst makes its growing. 
Doubtless plays the pulsatile force of the CSF coming from the above 
existing CSF space a crucial role. Over years it comes to an erosion of 
sacral bone structures. It appears to be logic, that bigger cysts grow 
faster than smaller over a defined time period. Losing more and more 
the surface tension of the perineural structures the surfaces contact 
by big volumes is larger and therefore more powerful. This leads to a 
chronic inflammatory reaction of the perineural sheets. However, 
description of the histopathological changes are rare. In order to 
contribute to the knowledge of the genesis of perineural cysts we 
used the results of our histopathological findings in this case. Zheng 
et al. [5] described a model what demonstrates the way of CSF from 
the lumbar subarachnoidal space between endo- and perineurium 
forming the cyst driven by the pulsatile force of the CSF. The path-
omechanism leads to a chronic inflammatory process at the level of 
the cyst. Our results confirm that chronic pressure inside this CSF 
space extension produces the histopathological findings demon-
strated above. 

Hemorrhages into the cysts seem to occur [6]. In one case, the cyst 
wall was described consisting of perineural cells, without evidence of 
degeneration or hemorrhage [7]. In other cases, fibrous tissue with 
blood and fibrin deposition, but without signs of inflammation was re-
ported [8]. Calcification along with granulomatous inflammation was 
reported in a patient following lumbar interbody fusion [9]. Fibro-
collagenous, membraneous connective tissue seemed to be the most 
frequent histopathological finding [4,10–12]. Rarely, an inflammatory 
component can be observed [13]. 

Taken together, the present case demonstrate how growth of a Tarlov 
cyst over long time generates extensive tissue degeneration as a 
contribution to sustained clinical symptoms of affected patients. 
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Fig. 3. Histopathological features of the resected cyst. H&E staining shows a cystic lesion with fibrotic changes (A) and several old hemorrhages (B, arrow). Iron 
staining (C) highlights the previous hemorrhages, while immunohistochemistry for CD68 marks frequent macrophages, some are arranged in a multicellular fashion 
(D, arrow). 
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