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Abstract: Littoral cell angioma (LCA) is an extremely rare benign splenic tumor with typical histomorphologic fea-
tures, which is difficult to be distinguished preoperatively from other benign or malignant splenic tumors. It is a 
unique vascular tumor of the spleen, with abdominal pain or as an incidental finding when undergoing physical 
examination. In this paper, we reported three cases of LCA treated in our hospital. Their clinical symptoms, patho-
logical features, clinical treatment as well as the prognosis are discussed. 
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Introduction

Primary vessel tumors are the most common 
type of non-lymphomatous tumor of the spleen, 
most of which are benign, mainly arising from 
the blood vessels especially veins, and less 
commonly originating from red-pulp sinuses 
that are lined by littoral cells. The angioma orig-
inating from the cells of red-pulp sinuses have 
intermediate features between those of endo-
thelial and macrophagic cells. Primary vessel 
tumors are characterized by expression of typi-
cal endothelial antigen [1].

Littoral cell angioma (LCA), first described by 
Falk et al in 1991 [2], is a rare vascular tumor 
of the spleen, which may be found in patients 
with abdominal pain or found by accident [3]. 
Till now, only a few cases of this tumor have 
been reported. In this paper, three cases of LCA 
diagnosed in our hospital were reported.

Materials and methods

Case presentation

Case 1: A 41-year-old man complaining of non-
specific abdominal pain under no obvious 
inducement was admitted to hospital. He com-

plained no weight loss, fever, emesis, or any 
changes in bowel habits, but only slight abdomi-
nal distension, which took place intermittently. 
Through abdominal ultrasound scanning, multi-
ple hemangiomas were observed in the spleen, 
additionally, MRI detected multiple space-occu-
pying lesions in the spleen. The patient received 
a total splenectomy and recovered two weeks 
later.

Case 2: A 62-year-old man had a sudden 
abdominal pain after intense exercise, and 
recovered 20 minutes later without any inter-
vention. But the pain reoccurred after lunch, 
which was associated with sustained severe 
abdominal colic and intensified in the following 
five to six hours. Meanwhile, the patient also 
complained his back was uncomfortable. Then, 
he was diagnosed with ‘acute pancreatitis’ 
because of the increasing amylase level in the 
blood. The amylase level decreased to normal 
after treatment. However, a later blood test 
suggested thrombocytopenia, which had not 
been cured until recently. Abdominal MRI 
revealed diffuse signal abnormalities in the 
spleen (Figure 1). In addition, a cyst was found 
in the right lobe of the liver and the left kidney, 
separately. A total splenectomy was also 
performed. 
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Case 3: A 58-year-old man was admitted to our 
hospital for “30 years of splenomegalia, liver 
cirrhosis and abdominal distension”, and was 

clinically diagnosed of “high pressure of door 
pulse and liver cirrhosis”. CT showed splenome-
galia and some focal calcification. Color Doppler 
ultrasound showed multiple strong echoes 
within the spleen, the largest of which was 4 × 
5 mm. TIPSS surgery was operated and one 
week later “portaazygous devascularization 
and splenectomy cholecystectomy” was per-
formed jointly on the patient. 

Methods

For the above three cases, the fresh specimen 
were first fixed with 10% formaldehyde and 
then embedded in paraffin, followed by section-
ing. The sections prepared were later stained 
with hematoxylin and eosin, and finally 
observed under a microscope. Meanwhile, 
immunohistochemistry staining was performed 

Figure 1. MRI show diffuse hypo-dense splenic 
masses. 

Figure 2. Multiple hemorrhagic focus and capsular 
space in the incisional surface. 

Figure 3. Large sinus-like anastomosing channels, 
with deciduous endothelial cells in the channel.

Figure 4. Anastomosing channels lined by tall and 
plump cells, showing micropapillary architecture in 
some regions, but without nuclear atypia or mitotic 
activity. Deposition of hemosiderin can be seen in 
some cells.

Figure 5. The anastomosing channels lined cells ex-
press antigen CD31.
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using CD8, CD68, FVIII lysozyme, CD31, CD34 
and D2-40. Simultaneously, electron micro-
scope observation was assisted.

Results

Gross pathologic findings

Gross pathologic examination of case 1 
revealed that the spleen measured 15.5 × 13 × 
5 cm, which was moderately enlarged. The cut 
surface of the spleen showed two sponge-like 
vascular spaces measuring 3.5 × 2 × 1.5 cm 
and 2.5 × 2.5 × 2 cm, being 5 cm and 2 cm 
away from the hilum respectively. The spleen of 
case 2 weighed 350 g and measured 13 × 10 
× 4 cm, which was slightly enlarged. The cut 
surface was dark red and showed multifocal 
tiny nodules (Figure 2). In case three, the spleen 
was slightly enlarged, which weighed 420 g and 
measured 13.5 × 5 × 3 cm. The cut surface 
was gray red with medium texture, widened tra-
beculae and accompanied with calcification. 
Two grayish-red nodules measuring 1.8 cm and 
0.8 cm in diameter were observed respec- 
tively. 

Histological findings

Microscopically, the tumors had clear boundar-
ies but no fibrous capsule. The lesions consist-
ed of anastomosing vascular channels resem-
bling splenic sinusoids (Figure 3). The channels 
had irregular lumina, with papillary pattern and 
cyst-like spaces, which were lined with endo-
thelial cells that shaped cuboid or elongated 
and sometimes showed hemophagocytosis 
(Figure 4). Comparatively, the extension of 
blood vessels in case 3 was more obvious. 

Immunohistochemical results showed that the 
littoral cells were strongly positive for CD31 

Figure 6. Endothelium of peripheral vessels express 
antigen CD34, but not the anastomosing channels 
lined cells.

Figure 7. CD68 were positively expressed.

Figure 8. The anastomosing channels lined cells ex-
press antigen FVIII.

Figure 9. Some lined cells of channels were positive 
for PAS stain.
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(Figure 5), but negative for CD34 (Figure 6); 
some lining cells were weakly and focally posi-
tive for CD68 (Figure 7) and FVIII (Figure 8); 
CD8 and lysozyme were also detected in littoral 
cells. Periodic Acid-Schiff (PAS) staining was 
positive in many lining cells of blood vessels 
(Figure 9). The histological and immunohisto-
chemical results confirmed the diagnosis of 
LCA consistently. 

Electron microscope findings

By using electron microscope, it was observed 
that tumor cells were polygonal, and surround-
ed by blood vessels. No smooth muscle could 
be found outside the vessel wall, but just a 
layer of homogeneous, basilar membrane-like 

materials with medium electron density (Figure 
10). Tumor cells were relatively large, with 
abundant cytoplasm. Irregular and thick cyto-
plasm was observed, as well as dysplastic des-
mosome-like structure between cells. The cyto-
plasm was rich of mitochondria, rough endo-
plasmic reticulum, and partly with plenty of gly-
cogen (Figure 11). Bundles of intermediate fila-
ments were distributed in some cells (Figure 
12), and more notably, the cytoplasm was rich 
of lysosomes and lipofuscin bodies.

Discussion 

LCA was first described by Falk et al early in 
1991 [2]. In their study, 17 LCA patients, includ-
ing eight males and nine females (3-77 years of 
age, median 49) were reported among the 200 
benign splenic tumors, which presented differ-
ent pathological features that had never been 
reported before. The lesions had nodules of 
various sizes, which were composed of vascu-
lar channels lined by endothelial cells express-
ing both endothelial (FVIII) and histiocytic anti-
gens (normal endothelial cells only expressing 
endothelial antigens).

Histopathologically, LCA has morphologic and 
immunophenotypic features that reflect the 
dual endothelial and histiocytic potential of 
splenic sinus-lining cells, which is different from 
other angioma. Some exfoliated cells may also 
be found within the vascular spaces. The immu-
nohistochemical profile of the lining cells is 
characterized by coexpression of both macro-
phage markers (CD68 and lysozyme), and some 
endothelial markers (FVIII and CD31) (while 
normal endothelial cells only express endothe-
lial antigens). It has been proposed, based on 

Figure 10. Electron microscopy, no smooth muscle 
can be found outside the vessel wall, but a layer of 
homogeneous, which is a kind of basilar membrane-
like materials with medium electronics density.

Figure 11. The cytoplasm is rich of mitochondria, 
rough endoplasmic, and partly with plenty of glyco-
gen.

Figure 12. Bundles of intermediate filament distrib-
ute in some cells.
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the expression of CD68, that this tumor may 
have its origin in the lining cells or littoral cells 
of splenic sinus [4].

Littoral cell angioma affects both men and 
women equally without specific age predilec-
tion, but mostly occurs in middle-aged adults, 
and occasionally in children [4-6]. In this study, 
we report three cases of male patients in their 
middle ages. Patients in case 1, 2 and 3 
showed the similar histological features. The 
lesions do not have a capsule but are well delin-
eated from the surrounding splenic parenchy-
ma. In most of the LCA cases, multiple nodules 
of varying sizes have been detected in the 
spleen [7, 8], and focal angioma has also been 
reported in two of the cases [9, 10]. 
Splenomegalia can be observed in almost all of 
the LCA patients, including the three cases 
reported in this article; additionally, splenome-
galia is accompanied with thrombocytopenia in 
case 2; liver hepatitis and cirrhosis are also 
observed in case 2 and 3, separately.

At present, radiological methods can hardly 
achieve a definitive diagnosis of LCA because 
of its similar appearance to both benign splenic 
neoplasms, such as hemangiomatosis, lymph-
angiomatosis, hamartoma, hemangiopericyto-
ma, hemangioendothelioma, and angiosarco-
ma, as well as malignant tumors such as 
metastasis, lymphoma, and Kaposi sarcoma 
[11]. Sonography is rarely helpful because the 
findings vary widely. The sonographic features 
that can be seen include heterogeneous 
echotexture without any definite nodules, or 
the lesions may appear isoechoic, hypoechoic, 
or hyperechoic [7]. MRI of the spleen may fur-
ther help in the diagnosis by showing hypodense 
lesions on both T1-weighted and T2-weighted 
scans because of the hemosiderin content of 
the tumor cells.

Currently, the main treatment is open splenec-
tomy or hand-assisted laparoscopic total sple-
nectomy, which is necessary mainly because of 
the lesion’s large size or diffuse nature and the 
purpose to preserve tissue for histological anal-
ysis. As far as we know, there has been only 
one case of partial splenectomy reported till 
now [10], which was because the patient’s 
tumors were localized and could be removed 
completely for histological analysis. Except for 
the localized lesion, a pure laparoscopic proce-
dure has not been advised, but it has been per-
formed for other lesions of the spleen. The 
advantage of partial splenectomy lies in that it 

leaves the patient’s immune function intact, 
which is especially important for the patient.
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