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H20 A Tremor in the Hand That Rocks the Cradle:  Fatal Consequences of Postpartum 
Angiopathy

Rebecca Irvine, MD*, Department of Forensic Medicine, 50 Parramatta Road, Glebe, NSW 2037, AUSTRALIA; and Michael Rodriguez, 
MBBS, 50 Parramatta Road, Glebe 2037, AUSTRALIA

After attending this presentation, attendees will better understand fatal outcomes of postpartum angiopathy, its variable presentation, 
differential diagnosis, and uncertainties of its incidence, pathogenesis, and treatment.  Attendees will also be able to describe its importance 
DV�DQ�RIWHQ�XQUHFRJQL]HG�FDXVH�RI�PDWHUQDO�GHDWK�DQG�WKH�UROH�RI�DXWRSV\��HVSHFLDOO\�QHXURSDWKRORJLFDO�H[DPLQDWLRQ��LQ�GLDJQRVLV�

This presentation will impact the forensic science community by fostering recognition and optimal examination of cases of 
SRVWSDUWXP�DQJLRSDWK\�ZKLFK�LV�RI�EHQH¿W�WR�IDPLO\��FOLQLFLDQV��DQG�SXEOLF�KHDOWK�

0DWHUQDO� PRUWDOLW\� LV� RI� VLQJXODU� LPSRUWDQFH�� XVXDOO\� VFUXWLQL]HG� E\� SXEOLF� KHDOWK� DXWKRULWLHV�� �$FXWH� QHXURORJLFDO� V\PSWRPV�
occurring after a seemingly uncomplicated pregnancy and delivery are particularly alarming.  A fatal intracerebral hemorrhage in an 
RWKHUZLVH�KHDOWK\�SRVWSDUWXP�ZRPDQ�LV�UHSRUWHG��WKH�SUR[LPDWH�FDXVH�RI�GHDWK�ZDV�QRW�UHFRJQL]HG�E\�FOLQLFLDQV�DQG�WKH�FDVH�ZDV�DOPRVW�
QRW�UHSRUWHG�IRU�GH¿QLWLYH�LQYHVWLJDWLRQ�

$����\HDU�ROG�ZRPDQ�XQGHUZHQW�XQFRPSOLFDWHG� WHUP�YDJLQDO�GHOLYHU\�DQG�ZDV�GLVFKDUJHG�¿YH�GD\V� ODWHU�� �7ZR�GD\V� ODWHU��VKH�
GHYHORSHG� HQGRPHWULWLV�� IROORZLQJ� LQWUDYHQRXV� DQWLELRWLFV�� VKH�ZDV� GLVFKDUJHG� DIWHU� EHLQJ�SUHVFULEHG�RUDO� DQWLELRWLFV�� �2Q� WKH� ��WK�
SRVWSDUWXP�GD\��VKH�FRPSODLQHG�RI�IHHOLQJ�³SHFXOLDU´�DQG�KDG�WZR�EULHI�HSLVRGHV�RI�G\VSKDVLD���6KH�ODWHU�VXVWDLQHG�D�WRQLF�FORQLF�VHL]XUH��
recovered fully, and was transported to the hospital where a Computed Tomography (CT) scan of the head showed no acute changes.  
She was transferred to a tertiary center for monitoring and further investigation.

$� FKHVW� ;�UD\�� &7� VFDQ� RI� WKH� SHOYLV� DQG� DEGRPHQ�� DQG� DEGRPLQDO�SHOYLF� XOWUDVRXQG� ZHUH� QRUPDO�� �$� OXPEDU� SXQFWXUH� ZDV�
unsuccessful, but soon afterward she developed a severe headache.  She vomited, became incoherent, and rapidly became comatose.  A 
CT of the head showed a large hemorrhage within the left frontal lobe.  Subsequent scans showed no structural cause of the hemorrhage.  
She deteriorated and met brain death criteria six days after initial neurological symptoms.

$XWRSV\�UHYHDOHG�D�KHDOWK\�DSSHDULQJ�ZRPDQ�ZLWK�IHDWXUHV�RI�PHGLFDO�LQWHUYHQWLRQ�DQG�FULWLFDO�LOOQHVV���'HJHQHUDWLYH�HQGRPHWULDO�
changes consistent with her postpartum status were present.  A probe-Patent Foramen Ovale (PFO) was noted.  The brain showed a 
large hemorrhage apparently arising in the left striatum extending into the frontal white matter and rupturing into the ventricle (with 
acute hydrocepahalus), with secondary features of edema (transcranial/tonsillar herniation, left-sided sinus thromboses, and pituitary 
LQIDUFWLRQ����7KHUH�ZDV�QR�LGHQWL¿DEOH�VWUXFWXUDO�HWLRORJ\���1R�FKRULRFDUFLQRPD�RU�VHSWLF�IRFL�ZHUH�LGHQWL¿HG���7KH�YHVVHOV�VKRZHG�QR�
vasculitis or other abnormalities.

3RVWSDUWXP�DQJLRSDWK\��&DOO�)OHPLQJ�V\QGURPH��XVXDOO\�SUHVHQWV�ZLWKLQ�WZR�ZHHNV�IROORZLQJ�QRUPDO�SUHJQDQF\�DQG�SDUWXULWLRQ���,W�
SUHVHQWV�ZLWK�DQ�DEUXSW��PD[LPXP�LQWHQVLW\�ZLWKLQ�PLQXWHV���VHYHUH�JOREDO�RU�RFFLSLWDO�KHDGDFKH��GHVFULEHG�DV�D�³WKXQGHUFODS´�RU�³WKH�
ZRUVW´��DQG�RU�IRFDO��WUDQVLHQW�QHXURORJLFDO�VLJQV���'H¿QLWLYH�GLDJQRVLV�FRQVLVWV�RI�DQJLRJUDSKLF�GHPRQVWUDWLRQ�RI�PXOWLSOH�VHJPHQWDO�
QDUURZLQJ�RI�ODUJH��DQG�PHGLXP�VL]HG�FHUHEUDO�DUWHULHV���9DVRVSDVP�LV�WUDQVLHQW�DQG�LQLWLDO�DQJLRJUDP�PD\�EH�QRUPDO��

1R�LQFLGHQFH�QXPEHUV�DUH�DYDLODEOH��DOWKRXJK�IDWDO�FDVHV�DQG�VPDOO�VWXGLHV�DUH�ZLGHO\�UHSRUWHG���0XOWLSOH�UHSRUWV�VXJJHVW�XQGHU�
UHFRJQLWLRQ��³PRUH�FRPPRQ�WKDQ�DSSUHFLDWHG�´�ZLWK�D�VSHFWUXP�RI�RXWFRPHV��LQFOXGLQJ�GLVDELOLW\���,W�LV�XVXDOO\�D�EHQLJQ�FRQGLWLRQ��RIWHQ�
JURXSHG�ZLWK�³EHQLJQ�DQJLRSDWKLHV´��D�KHWHURJHQHRXV�JURXS�RI�UHYHUVLEOH�FHUHEUDO�YDVRVSDVWLF�FRQGLWLRQV���DOWKRXJK�WKLV�ZRXOG�VHHP�WR�
neglect uniquely postpartum physiology with hormonally mediated susceptibility to vasospasm and labile hypertension.  Admissions for 
SUHJQDQF\�UHODWHG�VWURNHV�KDYH�LQFUHDVHG�VLQFH�WKH�HDUO\�����V��

3DWKRJHQHVLV� LV� XQFOHDU�� �9DVRVSDVP� DV� D�PHFKDQLVP� LV� IDYRUHG� E\� WKH� W\SLFDOO\� EHQLJQ� RXWFRPH�� �2YHUODS�ZLWK� HFODPSVLD� LV�
K\SRWKHVL]HG�DQG�WKH�XVH�RI�YDVRVSDVWLF�GUXJV��HUJRQRYLQH��VXPDWULSWDQ��EURPRFULSWLQH��KDV�EHHQ�LPSOLFDWHG�LQ�VRPH�FDVHV��

3UHJQDQF\� LV� DVVRFLDWHG�ZLWK� DQ� LQFUHDVHG� ULVN� RI� FHUHEUDO� HYHQWV� �YHQRXV� WKURPERVLV�� VXEDUDFKQRLG�KHPRUUKDJH�� ,QWUDFHUHEUDO�
KHPRUUKDJH���FRDJXORSDWK\��YDVFXOLWLV��PLJUDLQH��DQG�PHFKDQLFDO�FRPSOLFDWLRQV�GXH�WR�HSLGXUDO��VSRQWDQHRXV�FHUHEURVSLQDO�ÀXLG�OHDN��
meningitis), as well as eclampsia (25% developing postpartum).  The differential diagnosis is large, but most (except for vasculitis) can 
be excluded by imaging and laboratory studies.

1R� GH¿QLWLYH� WUHDWPHQW� LV� HVWDEOLVKHG�� � )DYRUHG� VWUDWHJLHV� LQFOXGH� FDOFLXP� FKDQQHO�EORFNHUV� DQG� VWHURLGV�� RWKHUV� LQFOXGH�
LPPXQRVXSSUHVVLRQ�� DVSLULQ�� 0J62��� K\SHUYROHPLF� WKHUDS\�� DQG� HQGRYDVFXODU� SURFHGXUHV� �FDOFLXP� FKDQQHO� EORFNHUV�� EDOORRQ�
angioplasty, stents).
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Autopsy was helpful in this case in suggesting the etiology of this death, educating physicians, and excluding other causes, 
particularly given the PFO and potential for septic emboli. 

Postpartum Angiopathy, Maternal Mortality, Postpartum Stroke


