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Lipoma arborescens: An uncommon diagnosis 
for swelling knee
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Description

A 30-year-old woman with no prior medical history reported 
left knee pain and swelling evolving for 4 years. The swelling 
had progressively worsened over the past 4 months, becom-
ing resistant to analgesics and non steroidal anti-inflammatory 
drugs. Physical examination showed only a positive patellar 
shock on the left without local inflammatory signs. Biological 
data were within normal range particularly, phosphocalcic and 
uricemia tests. The conventional knee radiograph was normal. 
Joint fluid was sterile on puncture, with a predominance of 
neutrophil cells. There were no crystals. Magnetic Resonance 
Imaging (MRI) was performed, showing multiple hypointense 
T1 formations that are FAT/SAT enhanced in the quadricipital 
bursa. These formations take up contrast after gadolinium injec-
tion, with a heterogeneous bone framework, as well as a large 
intra-articular effusion. A biopsy was indicated and microscopic 
examination confirmed that it was a lipoma arborescens of the 
knee with foci of abscessation.

The patient was treated by a subtotal removal of the intra-
articular tumor. Two years later, she reconsulted for relapse of 
pain and swelling of the left knee related to a gonarthrosis.  

Lipoma arborescens is an uncommon benign type of lesion 
that may occur in the synovium lining of joints or bursae. It is 
characterized by villous, non-destructive lipomatous prolif-
eration of synovial tissue and mainly affects the suprapatellar 
pouch of the knee [1]. It occurs at any age with no gender pre-
dominance. X-ray shows non-specific findings (Figure 1). MRI 
with fat saturation sequences features includes joint effusion, 
arborescent or frond-like synovial masses. Only histological in-
vestigations provide a definitive diagnosis and classification of 
this nonmalignant soft tissue tumor. Surgical excision should be 
considered in case of manifest pain or movement restriction. 
Relapses following synovectomy have not been reported [2]. On 
the other hand, few authors incriminated lipoma arborescens in 
the early development of arthrosis.

Abstract

Lipoma arborescens is an extremely rare and benign condition af-
fecting joints synovial tissue. It should be suspected in patients with 
very slow mono-articular swelling.
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