
Introduction

	 Gallstone ileus is an uncommon mechanical occlusive syndrome 
caused by the migration of one or more gallstones from the bile ducts 
into the intestinal lumen in patients with a history of cholecystitis 
or cholecystic calculus. In most cases, the calcolotic formations (of-
ten voluminous 2-3cm) migrate through a cholecystic or choledo-
chal spontaneous fistula up to the distal tract of the ileum. In some 
rare cases, it may have other localizations: proximal ileum, fasting, 
colon, and stomach/duodenum (Bouveret syndrome). Clinically, pa-
tients present with non-specific abdominal symptomatology: nausea, 
vomiting and diffuse abdominal pain that may vary depending on the 
location of the obstruction. Abdominal Computed Tomography (CT) 
is consideredthe gold standard and permits us to find the socalled  
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“Rigler Triad” and to make a preoperative diagnosis.The presence of 
at least two signs between pneumonia, complete or partial obstruction 
of the small intestine, and presence of ileal endoluminal calculus are 
pathognomonic for diagnosis. Unfortunately, is present only in 40% 
of patients and the three signs only in 10% [1]. In recent years, ultra-
sonography also become increasingly important; In fact, ultrasound 
is helpful for the research of the three signs of “Rigler Triad” and 
allows to verify the presence of residual stones in the gallbladder or 
choledochal with a sensitivity higher than the radiographic examina-
tion [2-4]. The association of ultrasound with the x-ray examination 
of the abdomen increases the diagnostic sensitivity (definitive diagno-
sis 74%), especially when the abdominal X-ray is made with an oral 
contrast agent that could detect two other additional signs: “Forget 
sign” (passage of the contrast around a radiopaque calculation with a 
snake-head appearance) and “Petren sign” (enhancement of the con-
trast agent between the gallbladder and small intestine through the 
fistulous path) [2,3]. Indeed, CT is the examination with the highest 
diagnostic sensitivity and specificity. It really sensitive to evaluate the 
site of the obstruction and could also give information about the size 
of the ectopic calculus, as demonstrated in the literature, that could be 
founded through the rectum [4].

Case Presentation
	 In December 2021, an 88-year-old female patient came to our ob-
servation and arrived at the Emergency Room for diffuse abdominal 
pain and vomiting in the clinical suspicion of intestinal occlusion. 
The abdominal CT examination performed in the primary conditions 
only highlights that the gallbladder appeared with thickened walls, 
fluid and aerial material in coexisting air density bubbles, and diffuse 
intraparenchymal aereobilia (Figure 1). We appreciate close relation-
ships of contiguity between the gallbladder and the adjacent duodenal 
tract with signs of imbibition of the surrounding and locoregional fat, 
coexisting fluid distension of some intestinal loops with a leveled ap-
pearance, and fluid peritoneal imbibition (Figure 2); moreover, it is 
found in the context of one of these loops, in the hemiabdomen at left, 
a nuancedly hyperdense formation with a size of 30 mm with suspect 
of lithiasis meaning (Figure 3).
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Abstract
	 Gallstone ileus is a rare condition that affects females and older 
adults. It is caused by a connection between the bowel and the gall-
bladder that allows the migration of gallstones into the bowel leading 
to mechanical obstruction. In this case report, we present a case of 
an 88-year-old female who came to our observation for abdominal 
pain and vomiting. With the help of a series of radiological investiga-
tions, we arrived at the diagnosis of a rare disease called “Gallstone 
ileus”.

Figure 1: CT axial showed pneumobilia, particularly noticeableinthe left 
intrahepatic biliary tree.
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	 The patient was then admitted to the Department of General Sur-
gery of our Hospital and subjected to radiological investigation with 
contrast (Gastrografin 360 mg) for the study of the gastro-trans-in-
testinal tract that confirmed the diagnosis of occlusion of the small 
intestine characterized by marked dilation of the fast-ileal loops, lack 
of opacification of the colic frame and fistulabillion-duodenal (Figure 
4).

	 The radiological suspicion of gallstone ileus intestinal occlusion 
is confirmed, as indicated in the emergency surgical procedure by en-
terolitotomy, closure of the fistulous path, and cholecystectomy exe-
cutable in two stages as happened in our case considering the age and 
comorbidities of the patient.

Discussion
	 The gallstone ileus was first described in 1654 by a Danish physi-
cian, Thomas Bartholin (1616-1680). It is a rare cause of obstruction 
of the small intestine (1-3%). In elderly patients, however, it can af-
fect up to 25% of cases and is more frequent in women and patients  

with biliary lithiasis. It’s a condition related to patients with a history 
of gallbladder lithiasis and recurrent episodes of cholecystitis where 
the high-pressure effect, inflammation, and ischemia cause erosion of 
the bowel wall itself and choledochal, resulting in the formation of a 
bilious fistular pathway digestive, frequently between the gallbladder 
and the duodenum which follows the migration of the calculus into 
the enteric tract where it usually stops at the ileum terminal/ileocecal 
valve determining a typical picture of the acute abdomen from me-
chanical occlusion [5]. The literature describes at least three types of 
bilo-digestive fistulas: cholecyst-duodenal (65-77%), cholecyst-colic 
(10-25%), and cholecyst-gastric (5%) [6]. The evacuation of the cal-
culation through the rectum can occur if the calculation’s size does 
not exceed 2 cm. Radiological diagnosis has significantly improved 
with the increasingly widespread use of CT showing better than di-
rect abdominal X-ray; Rigler’s triad is a small bowel obstruction 
picture associated with pneumonia and evidence of gallstone along 
the lumen of the enteric tract. The calculation, usually large (2-3cm) 
only in 12% of cases could be calcific, but sometimes it is difficult to 
identify given its similar density to intestinal contents. In addition, in 
the radiological suspicion of gallstone ileus, the investigation can be 
supplemented with X-rays with a contrast agent (Barium or Gastro-
grafin) to research the site of fistulation, often between the gallbladder 
and the duodenum, which is very useful for therapeutic purposes.

	 The mortality of this particular disease is unfortunately still very 
high; this is also about the increased age of the patients, the comorbid-
ities with which it is often associated (dysmetabolic and cardiovascu-
lar), the late onset of symptoms, and the difficulty of early diagnosis 
[7]. However, today, with a CT scan, it is possible to make an accurate 
pre-surgery diagnosis allowing surgeons to make a better plan of sur-
gery and avoid exploratory laparotomy with the risk of complications. 
The therapeutic choice in the gallstone ileus can’t be separated from 
surgery in a single time when the calculus exceeds 2.5 cm. The surgi-
cal intervention consists of enterolitotomy, closure of the fistulous via 
and cholecystectomy, even in subjects with a high risk (elderly, dia-
betic, obese, cardiopathic) which are adequately prepared for surgery 
to reduce the possibility of postoperative complications. More con-
servative approaches have recently been proposed in laparoscopy and 
extracorporeal lithotripsy; endoscopic extraction can be performed 
in patients with Bouveret syndrome, occlusion of the duodenum and 
colon, especially in older patients that are not eligible for surgery [8]. 
Lithotripsy is classified into several types: mechanical, electrohydrau-
lic, and extracorporeal. The latest is the most used but with minimal 
effect for the possibility of recurrence in the reconstitution of the cal-
culation after its fragmentation. Therefore, it is believed that the only 
enterolitotomy is the procedure of choice in the urgent treatment of 
intestinal obstruction from the biliary ileum.
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