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MALIGNANT CELLS IN CEREBROSPINAL FLUID (CSF): THE MEANING OF A POSITIVE CSF CYTOLOGY

J. Peter Glass, Myron Melamed, Norman L. Chernik, and Jerome B. Posner

Neurology 1979;29:1369–1375

We reviewed the correlation between malignant cells in cerebrospinal fluid (CSF) (positive cytology) and pathologic findings at
autopsy. The purpose was to discover: (1) the incidence of negative CSF cytology in patients with CNS malignancy, (2) the incidence
of false-positive cytology, and (3) the relationship between a true-positive cytology and the distribution of malignant tumor at autopsy.
Of 117 patients with CNS tumor and premortem cytologic examination of the CSF, 31 (26 percent) were positive and 86 (74 percent)
were negative. Only 1 of 66 patients with tumor that did not reach the leptomeninges had a positive cytology. Of 51 patients with
leptomeningeal tumor at autopsy, cytology was positive in 30 (59 percent) and negative in 21 (41 percent). Five potentially “false-
positive” cytologies were encountered: Three patients were treated, and tumor may have been eradicated; in two patients with
lymphoma, inflammatory cells associated with infection were apparently mistaken for malignant cells. These data indicate that a
positive CSF cytology is a reliable indicator of CNS malignancy and almost always reflects leptomeningeal tumor.

Free Access to this article at www.neurology.org/content/29/10/1369

Comment from Robert A. Gross, MD, PhD, FAAN, Editor-in-Chief: A description of CSF cytology in the diagnosis of CNS
tumors; a frequently cited study.

www.neurology.org/content/29/10/1369


DOI 10.1212/01.wnl.0000407892.25373.7b
2011;77;1793 Neurology 

J. Peter Glass, Myron Melamed, Norman L. Chernik, et al. 
Malignant cells in cerebrospinal fluid (CSF): The meaning of a positive CSF cytology

This information is current as of November 14, 2011

Services
Updated Information &

 http://n.neurology.org/content/77/20/1793.citation.full
including high resolution figures, can be found at:

  
Permissions & Licensing

 http://www.neurology.org/about/about_the_journal#permissions
its entirety can be found online at:
Information about reproducing this article in parts (figures,tables) or in

  
Reprints

 http://n.neurology.org/subscribers/advertise
Information about ordering reprints can be found online:

rights reserved. Print ISSN: 0028-3878. Online ISSN: 1526-632X.
1951, it is now a weekly with 48 issues per year. Copyright Copyright © 2011 by AAN Enterprises, Inc.. All 

® is the official journal of the American Academy of Neurology. Published continuously sinceNeurology 

http://n.neurology.org/content/77/20/1793.citation.full
http://www.neurology.org/about/about_the_journal#permissions
http://n.neurology.org/subscribers/advertise

