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The MRI manifestations of intramedullary germinoma of the spinal
cord:a case report and review of the literature
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Abstract
 Primary germinoma in the spinal cord is very rare. Preoperative diagnosis is important because germinomas are sensitive to radiation
therapy and chemotherapy so that treatment trends and prognosis differ from other intramedullary spinal cord tumors. Preoperative
radiologic diagnosis is very difficult because of this rarity. In this case a 22-year-old woman with a 4-month history of gradual numbness
and weakness of both lower extremities was found to have a solid tumor in the thoracic cord between the T9 and T11 vertebral bodies. No
other neoplastic lesion was found inside or outside the central nervous system. The patient underwent surgery, and the intramedullary lesion
was almost totally resected. Serum HCG was elevated postoperatively without pregnancy. The pathological diagnosis was conclusively that
of a germinoma. The previous 23 cases of primary spinal cord germinoma were reviewed for comparison.
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INTRODUCTION
 Germinomas in the central nervous system are known
to occur usually in the pineal or suprasellar regions and,
less frequently, in the thalamus, basal ganglia, and other
ventricular sites. Primary germinoma in the spinal cord
is very rare. Preoperative diagnosis is important because
germinomas are sensitive to radiation therapy and
chemotherapy so that treatment trends and prognosis
differ from other intramedullary spinal cord tumors.
Herein, we reported a case of an intramedullary spinal
cord germinoma in a young Chinese female, and review
the literature.
CASE REPORT
 A 22-year-old Chinese woman had a 4-month history
of gradual numbness and weakness of both lower
extremities, especially the left. Ten days prior to

admission, she became aware of difficulty in walking
and urinary incontinence. A neurologic examination
revealed paraplegia in both lower extremities, pain and
numbness at the left T9-T11 region. An increase of
deep tendon reflexes and muscle tone with positive
Babinski, Hoffman sign and ankle clonus in the bilat-
eral lower extremities were noted. A decrease of
sensation below the inguinal fold and urinary inconti-
nence was also observed.
MR findings
 MR images of the thoracic spine revealed a mass lesion
in the spinal cord between the level of the T9 and T11
vertebral bodies with isointensity on T2WI and
isointensity on T1WI, and heterogeneous enhancement
on T1WI obtained after an intravenous injection of
contrast medium, which indicated an intramedullary
tumor. There were dot-like hyperintense areas within
the lesion, suggesting small cysts(Fig. 1-3). MR imaging
of the head and abdomen, and cavitas pelvis examination
revealed no abnormalities.
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 Image showed isointensity on T2WI mass
at the level of the T9~11 vertebral body,
There were dot-like areas of hyperintensity
on T2WI within the mass lesion, suggesting
intratumoral small cysts.
Fig. 2 Sagittal T2-FRFSE MR image of

the thoracic spine

  Image showed isointensity on T1WI mass
at the level of the T9~11 vertebral body,
There were dot-like areas of hypointensity
on T1WI within the mass lesion, suggesting
intratumoral small cysts.
Fig. 1 Sagittal T1-FSE MR image of the

thoracic spine

 Image showed a homogenous enhancement
on T1WI obtained after an intravenous injection
of contrast medium, the small cysts had not
enhanced.
Fig. 3 Sagittal enhanced MR image of the

thoracic spine

Surgery and Pathology
 Laminectomy was performed from T9 to T11. The
thoracic portion of the cord exposed after incision of
the dura was enlarged and was occupied from T9 to
T11 by an intramedullary tumor. There was no apparent
spinal dissemination of the tumor. Although an attempt
was made to resect the tumor completely, surgery was
confined to partial resection because of the difficulty
distinguishing between the tumor and the normal
spinal cord.
 Macroscopically, the resected tumor was pink and
fragile, and some spinal cord was necrotic. On histo-
pathologic examination, microscopic inspection of the
specimens of the tumor revealed that the tumor tissues
were composed of 2 distinct cell types. Large round
cells with clear cytoplasm and central nuclei were
admixed with small lymphocytes along fibrovascular
septa (Fig. 4). The tumor was diagnosed conclu-sively
as a germinoma.
 An increase in the serum hCG level(89.1 mIU/mL,
normal value < 0.7) was confirmed postoperatively. The
patient received regional radiation therapy(40 Gy) to
her spine and is being followed with serial MRI scans.
Six months after completion of her course of radiation,
MRI scans showed no evidence of residual or recurrent
tumor.

DISCUSSION
 Most germinomas arise intracranially, although
extremely rare cases are found in the spinal cord.
Preoperative radiologic diagnosis is very difficult
because of this rarity. If these tumors are correctly

identified, patients can be spared radical surgery,
because germinoma are readily cured using radio and
chemotherapy. Diagnosis requires a thorough workup
of the patient in order to exclude a metastasis from a
primary intra- or extragonadal tumor. In our case, the
MR imaging of the head and abdomen, and cavitas
pelvis examination revealed no abnormalities.
 To our knowledge, there have been 23 previously
published cases of primary germinomas in the spinal
cord confirmed by surgery or biopsy. The frequency of
germinomas appears to be higher in East Asia than in

Fig. 4 Tumor with sheets of epithelial cells and perivas-cular
                 lymphoid infiltrate
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               Table 1 Summary of previously reported cases of primary intramedullary spinal cord germinoma
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Western countries[1]. The age, sex, clinical and MR
imaging findings of the 24 reported cases and our case
were summarized in Table 1[2-23]. The ages of patients
ranged from 5 to 43 years(25.58± 9.74 years old).
There were 11 male and 13 female patients. Seventeen
(70.8%) of the 23 cases were between 20 and 35 years
of age. Therefore, primary spinal cord germinomas have
a predilection for affecting a relatively older age group
than primary intracranial germinomas that mainly affect
children and young adults. In intracranial germinomas,

60-70% of cases occur in individuals under the age of
19 years. In 13 reported cases, the interval between onset
of clinical symptoms and hospital admission was shorter
than 6 months. This may indicate a rapid tumor
progression. However, there have also been 5 reports
of the slow progression of the disease(2-4 years).
 Regarding tumor location, spinal cord germinomas
have a strong predilection for the thoracic cord; all but
4 tumors were located at either the thoracic or thora-
columbar vertebral levels, 2 were located at cervical
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levels, and the others at lumbar vertebral levels.
Elevated level of beta-hCG in the CSF or serum was
described in all of the 12 patients in whom beta-hCG
assessment was done. Therefore, elevated level of beta-
hCG strongly suggests a germinoma.
 A preoperative MR imaging study was carried out in
22 cases. In 2 cases, the MR findings were described as
a mass lesion or contrast-enhancing lesion[10-11], but the
details were not mentioned. Among the remaining 20
cases, signal intensity of the tumor was described in 14
cases on T1-weighted images, and the major part of the
tumor was isointense or hypointense in 13 cases, but
slightly hyperintense in 1 case. In 17 cases on T2-
weighted images, the tumor was hyperintense in 9 cases,
isointense in 4, hypointense with hyperintense spots in
1, and heterogeneous in 2. Cysts or cystic cavities were
observed in 6 cases, either on T1-or T2-weighted images.
In 4 of the 6 cases, the cysts were small and located
within the tumor[4,7].  In the other cases, the cystic cavities
were found above and below the tumor[13,17]. Findings
on contrast enhancement were described in 20 cases.
Contrast enhancement was observed in 19 of the 20
cases. The signal intensity and enhancement pattern of
the spinal cord germinoma varied among these cases.
 It is difficult to draw conclusions on the characteristic
MRI findings of primary spinal cord germinomas from
these case reports because the signal intensity and
enhancement pattern varied. However, these tumors tend
to show iso-or hypointensity on T1-weighted images,
iso-or hyperintensity on T2-weighted images, and contrast
enhancement. They are solid lesions and sometimes have
small cystic component within the tumor. Germinoma
should be considered in the differential diagnosis in cases
of rapid deterioration in young patients with intramed-
ullary lesion. Because germinomas are highly sensitive
to radiation and chemotherapy, radical resection of the
tumor will not be required.
 An ependymoma is the most frequent intramedullary
tumor, followed by astrocytoma. Together they make
up for about 95% of all intramedullary tumors[24]. The
typical ependymoma is more common in the adult age
group and is usually located in the cervical region,
frequently associated with large satellite cysts, larger
than those in germinomas. Ependymomas do enhance
vividly and homogeneously, and have well-defined
borders.
 Astrocytomas are more common tumors in children
and are usually located in the thoracic region. If a cystic
component is present, it is typically an intratumoral one;
however, satellite cysts and secondary hydromyelia are
also observed. Moreover, a panmedullary infiltrating
tumor is usually an astrocytoma. Ependymomas origi-
nate from the ependymal walls and as such are more

centromedullarly located compared with astrocytomas.
The mean size of the ependymoma corresponds to a
mean height of three to four vertebral bodies(min. 2,
max. 13), whereas astrocytomas are usually more
extensive, with a mean height of 5.6 vertebral bodies[25].
 A hemangioblastoma is the third most frequent
intramedullary tumor. Hemangioblastomas can be
found at any level. Among these intramedullary tumors,
hemangioblastomas can be differentiated by their
characteristic MR findings. Usually a spinal heman-
gioblastoma is composed of a highly vascular solid portion
with small arteries, capillaries and large dilated draining
veins. This tumor nidus consists mainly of endothelial
cells and interspersed stromal cells. Accompanying this
solid portion are large cysts lined by fibrillary cells.
For these reasons hemangioblastomas are often easily
identified.
CONCLUSIONS
 In summary, intramedullary spinal cord germinomas
usually affect patients between 20 and 35 years of age,
and are commonly located in the thoracic or thoraco-
lumbar region. MRI findings are usually nonspecific,
and these tumors sometimes have small intratumoral
cysts. Germinomas should be considered in the differential
diagnosis of intramedullary spinal cord tumors because
treatment trends and prognosis differ, especially when
an intramedullary spinal cord tumor is found in the
thoracic or thoraco-lumbar region in a young adult
patient. An elevated level of beta-hCG in CSF strongly
suggests a germinoma.
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