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BACKGROUND 
 
Malignant mesothelioma is an aggressive primary 
tumour of pleura. Asbestos exposure is established 
to be strongly associated with its occurrence. 
 
CT scan is commonly used for the diagnosis and 
staging of the disease. The most common CT 
findings of malignant mesothelioma are pleural 
effusion, circumferential pleural thickening, 
nodular pleural thickening, contraction of involved 
hemithorax, thickening of interlobar fissure and 
presence of fibrotic bands1,2   
 
Mediastinal pleural involvement is considered as 
one of the features to differentiate malignant from 
benign pleural disease1 

 
We describe three different confirmed cases of 
malignant mesothelioma who presented with 
unexplained recurrent unilateral pleural effusion,  
where  subtle mediastinal pleural involvement was 
the only sign of malignancy. 

Case 1 

Figure a: Initial CT Figure b: After 7 months 

Figure a: Solid white arrow shows subtle thickening of right 
mediastinal pleura seen as a thin white outline to mediastinum. Note 
the contralateral mediastinal pleura is not thickened – no white line is 
seen on the left at the interface between mediastinum and lung. 
Figure b:  Progression of right sided pleural thickening and 
contraction of right hemithorax  
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TEACHING POINTS 
 
Normal mediastinal pleura is not visible on CT. 
   
Normal mediastinum does not have a white 
outline at its interface with lung. 
 
A white outline to mediastinum indicates 
mediastinal pleural thickening. Caution – not to 
mistake a coursing blood vessel or minor 
atelectasis of adjacent lung for mediastinal pleural 
thickening. 
        
Thickening of mediastinal pleura is considered as 
one of  the features to differentiate benign from 
malignant pleural disease1 

 
Watch out for white outline of mediastinum 
especially in cases of unexplained unilateral 
pleural effusion so as to not miss a diagnosis of 
early mesothelioma 

Case 3 

Figure a Figure b 

Figure a: White arrow shows very subtle thickening of left mediastinal 
pleura 
Figure b: CT after 1 year shows florid mesothelioma 

Case 2 

Figure a: Note subtle white line of mediastinal pleural thickening 
(white arrow) 
Figure b:  CT after 1 year shows circumferential left pleural thickening 
and contraction of left hemithorax 
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