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DESCRIPTION
Atrial flutter is a macro-re-entrant tachycardia pre-
disposing to atrial thrombus formation often seen
in patients with structural heart disease.1 2 Atrial
flutter with atrioventricular node blockade is a
potentially life-threatening cause of bradycardia
and decompensation of heart failure usually seen in
patients with pre-existing valvular or structural dis-
eases and/or conduction system disease. Diagnosis
is usually by ECG. This combination of arrhythmia
is rare. We present an interesting echocardiographic
illustration of this pathophysiological phenomenon
which has been described previously only on ECG.
A 75-year-old woman presented with symptoms

of class IV dyspnoea and presyncope with a pulse
rate of 24 bpm with borderline blood pressure (90/
70 mm Hg).
ECG showed the atrial rate of almost 300 and

ventricular rate of around 24 bpm (figure 1). The
echo images were interesting and showed a brisk
fluttering movement of the mitral valve leaflets
7–10 times before every ventricular contraction
(videos 1–3). There was no evidence of valvular
abnormality of the heart but overall biventricular
contraction was poor. The patient was treated with
a permanent pacemaker after which symptoms
improved significantly.
The textbook echocardiographic illustration of

this rather uncommon but clinically significant
pathophysiological phenomenon caused by

Figure 1 ECG of the patient showing atrial flutter with
atrioventricular block and ventricular escape rhythm.

Video 1 Parasternal long axis view showing repeated
atrial contraction along with a single ventricular
contraction after several atrial beats.

Video 2 Parasternal short axis view illustrating
fluttering mitral valve leaflets with intermittent
ventricular contractions.

Video 3 Apical four chamber view illustrating the
fluttering mitral valve leaflets with few ventricular
contractions.
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arrhythmia has seldom been previously described and is an
interesting learning experience for clinicians and echocardiogra-
phers. These images can help to develop a good understanding
of the pathophysiology of significant arrhythmias involving
atrioventricular dyssynchrony and establish a potential role for
echocardiography in diagnosis and management of patients with
haemodynamically significant arrhythmias.
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Learning points

▸ Atrial flutter with atrioventricular (AV) node blockade is a
potentially life-threatening cause of bradycardia and
decompensation of heart failure and the diagnosis is
essentially always performed with the help of an ECG.

▸ Echocardiogram can provide an illustrative documentation of
this interesting ECG abnormality and, at the same time,
provide knowledge of any structural abnormality of the heart
which could have potentially triggered this arrhythmia.

▸ This image suggests the role of echocardiography in
understanding the pathophysiology of atrioventricular
arrhythmias, especially those characterised by the loss of AV
synchrony, and may help to assess the cause of
haemodynamic compromise in these patients.
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