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The etiopathology of Bell's palsy
Immunological and neurophysiological aspects

Lars Jonsson MD, PhD

Mats Engstrom MD, *Christian Bischoff MD, *Erik Stilberg MD, PhD,
**Lars Engstrand MD, PhD and ***Anders Larsson MD, PhD

Departments of Otolaryngology, *Clinical Neurophysiology, **Clinical Microbiology
and ***Clinical Chemistry, Uppsala University, Akademiska sjukhuset,
S-751 85 Uppsala, Sweden

The etiopathology of the nerve injury in Bell's palsy is still a controversy. From the
results of peripheral blood and MRI studies it would appear that the lesion is viral in
nature and confined to the proximal part of the facial nerve. We have studied patients with
Bell's palsy with respect to immunological changes in the cerebrospinal fluid (CSF) and
neurophysiological alterations in order to get further knowledge on the etiopathology of

the disease.

Immunology: CSF specimens from 28 patients (median age 42 years) with Bell's palsy
were separated by iso-electric focusing (Phastsystem, Kabi-Pharmacia, Sweden) and
silverstained. Oligoclonal bands in the gamma region were demonstrated in one sample
and an increased protein content was found in 6 CSF specimens. The latter result
indicates a blood-brain barrier damage which might reflect an inflammatory response. In
order to find a specific causative agent, a study for the detection of herpes virus by DNA-
amplification using the polymerase chain reaction (PCR) technique is in progress.

Neurophysiology: Twenty patients (median 43 years) were studied for the presence of
interaxonal cross talk. Peripheral branches of the facial nerve were stimulated by
monopolar electrodes (zygomatic and/or mental nerve branches) and latencies to the
response were recorded in the orbicularis oculi and orbicularis oris muscles by surface or
needle EMG. Signs of cross talk was present in a large proportion of the patients and the
latency time from stimulus to response may indicate that the cross talk is localized to the
midportion of the intratemporal part of the facial nerve. The study has been extended to
include transcranial magnetic stimulation and recording of the peripheral facial nerve
response. The combination of these two neurophysiological methods as a possible tool
in defining the level of the facial nerve lesion in Bell's palsy will be further discussed.
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"Human Temporal Bone Histopathology of the Facial Nerve and Facial Canal:

Studies by the Pittsburgh Group”
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