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Cranial nerve palsy following
retrobulbar anaesthesia
SIR, Retrobulbar injection of anaesthetic agents is seldom
associated with serious sequelae. Complications such as
retrobulbar haemorrhage, central retinal artery occlusion,
scleral perforation, grand mal seizures, and cardiopulmon-
ary arrest have, however, been described. We wish to report
an additional complication of retrobulbar anaesthesia:
temporary contralateral second and third cranial nerve

dysfunction accompanied by a depressed sensorium.

Case report

A 66-year-old white male without significant past medical
history complained of sudden loss of his inferior visual field
in his left eye. Best-corrected visual acuity was 20/30 in the
right eye and 20/40 in the left eye. Pupils were equal round
and reactive to light and versions were full. Slit-lamp
biomicroscopy of the anterior segments revealed early
nuclear sclerosis. Tensions by applanation tonometry were

14 mm Hg in both eyes. Funduscopic examination was

remarkable for lattice degeneration in both eyes and a
superior retinal detachment in the left eye. While dilated,
retrobulbar anaesthesia was administered to the left eye
using 3 ml of 2% lignocaine without epinephrine and a

disposable ultrasharp tip needle. Air was then injected into
the left eye to tamponade the retinal break located at the 12
o'clock meridian. After the procedure was completed the
patient complained of decreased vision in his other eye and
became disorientated. Visual acuity in the right eye was
hand motion. The patient was unable to elevate, depress, or
adduct the eye.

Right cranial nerves four and six were intact. Blood
pressure, pulse, and respiratory rate were stable, and there
were no other neurological findings except for an altered
mental status. He was both incoherent and disorientated to
time and place. Approximately one hour after the onset of
symptoms the patient's visual acuity improved to 20/40 in
the right eye, and versions were again full. He became
coherent and orientated to time and place.

Discussion

Injection of local anaesthetics into the optic nerve sheaths
and subsequently into the intracranial cavity has been
proposed as the mechanism of central nervous system
complication following retrobulbar anaesthesia. In five
patients who underwent retrobulbar injection, orbitography
demonstrated radio-opaque dye penetrating the optic nerve
sheaths and tracking into the subdural space.' The contrast
material outlined the optic nerve and extended through the
optic canal into the middle cranial fossa. In all cases the
injection was believed to be uncomplicated. This pathway
has similarly been demonstrated in cadavers.2
Animal studies have shown that direct injection of

anaesthetic into the optic nerve results in nerve fibre
degeneration.3 Paulter et al. reported two cases of marked

visual loss resulting from retrobulbar injections presumably
into the optic nerve sheath.4 Callahan suggests that the
likelihood of penetrating the optic nerve is increased when
disposable needles are used.' These needles are ultrasharp,
and consequently it is difficult to appreciate the resistance of
the optic nerve sheath.
The patient presented illustrates contralateral second and

third cranial nerve dysfunction as a complication of retro-
bulbar anaesthesia induced with an ultrasharp needle. We
believe a significant concentration of anaesthetic reached
the optic nerve chiasm and/or contralateral optic nerve to
block nerve conduction. The contralateral nerve palsy
resolved once the anaesthetic was metabolised. The patient's
disorientation suggests that the anaesthetic agent also
entered the subarachnoid space and the cerebrospinal fluid.
Recently, Antoszyk and Buckley reported three cases of
contralateral second and third nerve palsy,6 and Friedberg
and Kline described two cases of contralateral second nerve
palsy7 following retrobulbar anaesthesia using ultrasharp
needles. Many authors recommend the use of blunt tip
needles and having the patient look straight ahead or down
and outward during retrobulbar injection to minimise the
chance of penetrating the optic nerve sheath.96 We feel this
will reduce the incidence of complications following retro-
bulbar injection. RAND RODGERS
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Branch retinal arteriolar occlusion with
chicken-pox
SIR, A 19-year-old male who had developed the typical rash
of chicken-pox three days previously was referred by his
general practitioner after noticing a 'haze' in the nasal field
of his left eye that day. On examination his visual acuity was
6/4 in each eye unaided. Examination of his visual fields to
confrontation revealed a left inferonasal quadrantic defect.
The eyes were quiet and the pupillary responses were
normal. Fundal examination revealed a left superotemporal
branch arteriole occlusion, with a corresponding area of
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