Eur J Pediatr (2013) 172:133
DOI 10.1007/s00431-012-1870-x

IMAGES IN PEDIATRICS

Images in pediatrics: The thymic sail sign and thymic

wave sign

Nuno D. Alves - Marta Sousa

Received: 9 October 2012 /Accepted: 15 October 2012 /Published online: 30 October 2012

© Springer-Verlag Berlin Heidelberg 2012

Abstract The authors present a radiographic image portray-
ing the “thymic sail sign” and the “thymic wave sign,” both
normal findings in infant radiographs and present a short
description of these signs. These are distinguished from
pathologic findings such as the “spinnaker-sail sign” in
pneumomediastinum.
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A chest radiograph obtained for a 7-month-old female
baby with respiratory infection showed normally aerated
lungs and a bulging thymic lobe over the right hemi-
thorax (white arrow). This is the classic “thymic sail
sign” [2], a frequently encountered radiographic finding
in pediatrics, representing the triangular extension of the
normal thymus out laterally in children's chest radio-
graphs (Fig. 1). The thymic contour is convex and the
inferior border is straight, giving it a sail-like appear-
ance. It is important to recognize that pneumonia of any
lobe would not present as a mediastinum-based opacity
with a horizontal inferior border.

The thymic sail sign is a normal finding in infants
and should not be confused with the “spinnaker-sail
sign” where the thymic lobe shadow is laterally and
superiorly displaced due to pneumomediastinum, as
though an actual boat sail blown by strong wind [1].
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Fig. 1 The classic thymic sail sign (white arrow) and thymic wave
sign (black arrows)

The normal thymus has a soft texture and therefore may
on radiographs present an undulation of its contour
caused by the ribs, known as the “thymic wave sign”
(black arrows) [2]. This appearance helps to exclude
mediastinal expansive masses such as teratomas. These
would not have a horizontal inferior border and may
present with calcifications, whereas the normal thymus
has soft tissue density.
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