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Psychosis after epilepsy surgery: Report of three cases
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Temporal lobe epilepsy surgery has become a successful alternative in patients with refractory epilepsy. How-
ever, the outcome of epilepsy surgerymay be affected by the occurrence of postsurgical psychiatric symptoms,
such as psychosis. This report describes three cases of refractory temporal lobe epilepsy and hippocampal scle-
rosis, which, after anterior temporal lobectomy, presented with acute psychosis. One of them had a history of
acute psychosis, and all of them met criteria for Cluster A personality disorder (schizoid/schizotypal) during
psychiatric assessment prior to surgery. The three cases had a good seizure outcome (Engel I), but, on
follow-up during the first year after surgery, developed an acute psychotic episode compatible
with schizoaffective disorder; brief psychotic disorder; and a delusional disorder, respectively, according to
the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, Fourth Edition. Treatment with low-dose risperidone
was successful.

Published by Elsevier Inc.

1. Introduction

Temporal lobe surgery has become a successful alternative in
patients with refractory epilepsy. Current evidence suggests a 60 to
70% remission rate for epileptic symptoms in the long term, resulting
in significant improvement in quality of life [1,2]. Nevertheless, psy-
chiatric symptoms, such as an increase in or de novo appearance of
affective disorders, anxiety, and/or psychotic symptoms may affect
both the outcome of epilepsy surgery and quality of life [1]. Psychosis
in epilepsy has been associated with different factors—the time of
evolution of the epilepsy, high-frequency seizure rate, temporal lobe
epilepsy, polypharmacy, and use of newer antiepileptic drugs—and
constitutes a serious condition that affects the patient's quality of
life beyond the frequency of the seizures [3–13].

In this report we describe three persons with refractory temporal
lobe epilepsy who underwent surgery (temporal anterior lobectomy)
and, within the first year after surgery, developed psychotic symp-
toms without seizures. Refractory epilepsy was defined as at least
one seizure per month during the preceding 2 years with appropriate
treatment. Patients were admitted to the refractory epilepsy protocol,
which includes a complete neurological evaluation and complemen-
tary studies: EEG, video/EEG, MRI, neuropsychological evaluation,

and routine clinical, neurological and psychiatric evaluations (Struc-
tured Clinical Interview for DSM Disorders [SCID] I [14] and II [15]
of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, Fourth
Edition [DSM-IV] [16]). In the first few years after surgery, psychiatric
evaluation and clinical and neurological follow-up were periodically
repeated. Engel's classification system was used to determine the
evolution of seizures after epilepsy surgery [5,17].

The purpose of this report is to describe the clinical characteristics
and their evolution of three persons who developed acute psychosis
after epilepsy surgery. We discuss the casuistic aspects and provide
the available bibliography on the controversial relationship between
psychosis and epilepsy, focusing on the forced normalization phe-
nomenon as one possible explanation for the occurrence of psychotic
symptoms concomitantly with epilepsy remission.

2. Case 1

A 46-year-old, right handed woman was admitted to the Epilepsy
Center of RamosMejía Hospital (ECRMH) with the diagnosis of refrac-
tory temporal lobe epilepsy. Seizures began when she was 18 months
old, and at the time of admission, she was experiencing complex par-
tial seizures on a daily basis. Seizures were preceded by psychoaffec-
tive manifestations and complex automatisms. MRI revealed right
hippocampal sclerosis. Presurgical psychiatric evaluation revealed a
history of a major depression episode, and the patient met criteria
for Axis II schizoid personality disorder. There was evidence neither
of other current DSM-IV Axis I psychiatric disorders, nor of a history
of psychotic symptoms. The surgical procedure was successfully
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performed. One month after the intervention, the patient entered a
transitory and moderately depressive state that spontaneously remit-
ted. A year later, she developed symptoms compatible with a psychot-
ic episode characterized by emotional lability; hyperthymia; pressure
of speech; erotomania and paranoid delusional thinking; hypersexu-
ality; and visual, cenesthetic, and auditory hallucinations (many
voices commenting on her actions) that motivated referral to the
emergency department of our hospital. At that time, she had discon-
tinued antiepileptic medication on her own, and her symptoms
completely remitted after re-introduction of the medication. Howev-
er, 4 months later, she presented with similar symptoms along with
paranoid delusional symptoms. She had not discontinued her antiepi-
leptic drugs this time. Risperidone 2 mg/day was introduced with a
partial response. Delusional symptoms continued, with retrospective
delusion and memory fallacies [6,18,19] (“hours before the surgery,
a woman told me that they were going to change my sex and now
that I think about it, she had a scar much like mine”), paranoid inter-
pretative delusions (“people know that they inserted a chip in my
brain and that changed my sex,” “in the bank, people know that I
went under surgery because my male features were accentuated”),
and thought withdrawal delusions (“they know what I think, I think
about going to the supermarket and when I get there, it's closed”).
After risperidone was increased to 3 mg per day, delusional thinking
and withdrawal delusions decreased. After 1 year of psychiatric
follow-up evaluation and risperidone maintenance treatment, delu-
sional thinking continued, however, with a lesser subjective impact
and without conditioning of her conduct, developing into a
schizophrenia-like syndrome [20]. Table 1 summarizes the main clin-
ical and therapeutic characteristics of the three cases.

3. Case 2

A 41-year-old, right-handed man was admitted to ECRMH for re-
fractory temporal lobe epilepsy to evaluate the possibility of surgical
intervention. Epileptic seizures had begun when he was 11 years old.
At present, he experienced complex and simple partial seizures, at a
frequency of seven per month, which were characterized by an epi-
gastric sensation of vacuum, lack of responsiveness, and myoclonus.
MRI revealed right hippocampal sclerosis. The presurgical psychiatric
assessment revealed a history of a transitory psychotic episode, with
delusions and aggressiveness that required treatment with risperi-
done. On such occasions, the patient had discontinued his antiepilep-
tic medication before the onset of psychosis. Furthermore, he was
determined to have a DSM-IV Axis II schizotypal personality disorder.
At the time of the surgical procedure, however, there was no acute
psychotic symptomatology or other psychiatric symptomatology.
Seventy-two hours postsurgery, he developed an acute psychotic
episode, characterized by visual and kinetic hallucinations (“the sur-
rounding and the people came over me”), auditory hallucinations

(the voice of his neurologist), uninhibited sexual behavior, and gran-
diose delusional thinking. Haloperidol 15 mg/day and lorazepam
12 mg/day were administered. After the acute stage, oral risperidone
3 mg/day was prescribed. Psychotic symptoms decreased significant-
ly during the first 48–72 hours of treatment, with complete recovery
(restitutio ad integrum). During the first year of follow-up, his evolu-
tion was favorable in terms of both psychoses and seizures. The
patient has not presented with another psychotic episode and
remembers his past delusional state. The patient did not have any sei-
zure during the first year after surgery and was classified as Engel
class I (without seizures after surgery) (see Table 1).

4. Case 3

A 29-year-old, right-handed man was admitted to ECRMH for
refractory temporal lobe epilepsy and left hippocampal sclerosis.
Complex partial seizures had begun at age 5, with a current frequency
of four to seven per month. The decision was made to perform epilep-
sy surgery. Psychiatric assessment revealed no psychiatric history and
no DSM-IV Axis I psychiatric symptoms; however, he did fulfill the
criteria for Axis II schizotypal personality disorder. Although the pa-
tient was a good employee, he had difficulties making friends and
had no close relationships. Anterior temporal lobectomy was per-
formed with good results. Nine months after the procedure he devel-
oped a delusional disorder characterized by delusional thoughts
about past situations: “he was worried about violent and bizarre situ-
ations he had when he was younger”; “he remembered talking to
dead people in the past”; and “he believed that he also was dead dur-
ing the surgery.” Delusional thoughts conditioned his behavior, and
he was seeking revenge by planning the construction of a machine
for spying on people inside their houses. Risperidone 3 mg/day was
administered, and delusional symptoms decreased progressively,
but did not completely disappear during the 2-year follow up. How-
ever, quality of life did improve; he went to live with his girlfriend,
began to study at the university, and was seizure free (Table 1).

5. Discussion

Psychosis in epilepsy was recognized and described in detail in the
mid-19th century by Falret, Hoffman, Morel, Samt, and Sommer, who
observed signs of “craziness” in patients with mesial temporal sclero-
sis [20,21]. Today, the prevalence of psychosis in epilepsy is estimated
to be around 9% [11] and even higher (19–27%) in specialized centers
of epilepsy [4].

Psychosis is one of the most feared complications of epilepsy sur-
gery. However, the disorders more frequently reported after surgery
are affective disorders, especially emotional liability and depression,
which typically are transitory and occur within the first 3 months of
surgery [1,22,23].

Table 1
Clinical and therapeutic characteristics of cases 1–3.

Case Type of epilepsy MRI Follow-up Pharmaco-therapy Presurgical psychiatric
assessment (DSM-IV)

Postsurgical psychiatric
diagnosis (DSM-IV)

1 Refractory temporal
lobe epilepsy

Right hippocampal
sclerosis

2 years without
seizures
Engel I

Valproic acid 800 mg/day
Carbamazepine 600 mg/day
Risperidone 3 mg/day

Axis I: no psychiatric disorder
Axis II: Schizoid personality disorder

Schizoaffective disorder

2 Refractory temporal
lobe epilepsy

Right hippocampal
sclerosis

1 year without
seizures
Engel I

Carbamazepine 1200 mg/day
Lamotrigine 500 mg/day
Risperidone 3 mg/day
Lorazepam 3 mg/day

Axis I: Acute
psychotic episode
(probable postictal psychosis)
Axis II: schizotypal personality disorder

Brief psychotic disorder

3 Refractory temporal
lobe epilepsy

Left hippocampal
sclerosis

5 years without
seizures
Engel I

Carbamazepine 1000 mg/day
Lamotrigine 200 mg/d
Clonazepam 3 mg/day
Risperidone 3 mg/day

Axis I: no psychiatric disorder
Axis II: schizotypal personality disorder

Delusional disorder
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