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A n 18-year old student presented to the emer-
gency department with a 6-hour history of pleu-
ritic central chest pain. There was no history of

trauma or cardiopulmonary disease. Physical examina-
tion revealed a crunching noise that was synchronous
with systole (Hamman sign) and subcutaneous emphy-
sema in the right supraclavicular fossa. The clinical
diagnosis of pneumomediastinum was confirmed by
urgent chest radiography (Fig. 1). Subsequent com-
puted tomography of the chest and upper abdomen
(Fig. 2) confirmed pneumopericardium and pneumo-
mediastinum. There was no evidence of esophageal per-
foration, either clinically or radiologically. Hamman
sign is thought to arise either from cyclical compression
of intrapericardial air against the sternum with each
heart beat, or from free pleural air being channelled
through a lung fissure. Hamman sign is virtually

pathognomonic for pneumomediastinum but may be
absent given its transient nature. The patient recovered
uneventfully with no treatment necessary.
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Fig. 1. A chest radiograph confirmed pneumopericardium
and pneumomediastinum.
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Fig. 2. Subsequent computed tomography of the chest con-
firmed pneumomediastinum and pneumopericardium at
multiple levels.
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