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Introduction

Concerns in preserving the temporal branches (TB) of the
facial nerve during anterolateral craniotomies should be in
mind since the soft tissue dissection can pose risks to the
nerve. Damage to these nerves can inflict undesirable
cosmetic defects to the patient due to weakness of
the frontalis, oculi, orbicularis, and corrugator supercilii
muscles.1–3

To prevent TB injuries, Yasargil et al proposed the
interfascial dissection,4 which reduced frontalis muscles
(FM) palsy incidence.2,5

The TB when above the zygomatic arc commonly gives
three main rami: the auricularis (posterior), frontalis
(middle), and orbicularis (anterior)3,4,6 of which the latter
two have clinical importance because it innervates the fron-
talis and orbicularis muscles, respectively. This article will
address more attention to the frontalis rami (FR) that
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Abstract Introduction Preservation of the temporal branches of the facial nerve during
anterolateral craniotomies is important. Damaging it can inflict undesirable cosmetic
defects to the patient. The supraorbital trans-eyebrow approach (SOTE) is a versatile
keyhole craniotomy but still has a high rate of frontalis muscle (FM) palsy.
Objective Anatomical study to implement the interfascial dissection during the SOTE
to preserve the nerves to the FM.
Methods Slight modification of the standard technique of the SOTE was performed in
6 cadaveric specimens (12 sides).
Results Distal rami to the FMwere exposed. The standard “U—shape” incision of the FM
can cross over the nerves. Alternatively, an “L-shape” incision was performed until the
superior temporal line (STL). An interfascial dissection was performed near to the STL
and the interfascial fat pad was used as a protective layer for the nerves.
Conclusion Various pathologies can be addressed with the SOTE. In themajority of the
cases the cosmetic results are good, but FM palsy remains a drawback of this approach.
The interfascial dissection may be used in an attempt to prevent frontalis rami palsy.
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innervates the FM. Those rami runs in the loosen areolar
tissue below the galea,2,7,8 thus a subgaleal dissection plan
can put the nerves in jeopardy. Anastomosis between the TB
can be encountered in up to 75% of the cases,7,9–11 and this is a
very important feature that will be discussed further in this
article.

In the past two decades the neurosurgical approaches have
turned into a tendency of minimally invasiveness. Smaller
skin incision and keyhole craniotomies have been used to
address different pathologies including vascular and skull
base lesion12–17 that once was only approached using the
conventional routes. The supraorbital trans-eyebrow
approach (SOTE) offers this advantage in selected cases, but
an expressive number of patients experience transitory or
even permanent FM palsy, although this is mentioned only in

a few reports14,18,19 and even less specifies how to try to
prevent FR injury.19

This study has the objective to propose a modification of
the surgical technique during the soft tissue dissection to
protect the FR when performing a SOTE to decrease FM palsy
during this approach.

Material and Methods

Six cadaveric formalin-fixed heads with intravascular colored
silicone (Science Care, Phoenix, Arizona, United States)
obtained from the Neuroanatomy Laboratory of the
University of Pittsburgh Medical Center was used. In all, 12
sides a SOTE approach was performed following the same
steps. The mean distance from the lateral cantus of the eye to

Fig. 1 Supraorbital nerve branches and FR of temporal branches of the facial never exposure. (A) A 5 cm skin incision lateral to the supraorbital
notch. (B) Supraorbital nerve and FR exposure. Note that the myofascial flap will begin with an “L-shape” cut with the horizontal cut starting in a
mean distance of 31.3 mm superior and posterior the lateral cantus of the eye (green arrow). If the cut is performed through the STL (red dots) the
FR may be injured. (C) Distal nerve terminations of FR with the FM. Fibers from the orbitalis muscles can be seen with different direction when
compared with the FM. (D) Loose areolar tissue in the subgaleal space, where the FR runs. (E) “L-shape” myofascial flap being detached from the
bone. The cut is carried on frommedial to lateral passing through the STL and reaching the superficial layer of the temporal fascia. (F) Facial nerve
exposure (different specimen), demonstrating nervous supply of the orbicularis and occipito-frontalis muscles by auricularis/posterior (I),
frontalis/medial (II) and orbicularis/anterior (III) facial branches. Note the extent of connections between the respective branches. FM, frontalis
muscle; FR, frontalis rami; STL, superior temporal line.
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the last FR crossing the superior temporal line (STL) was
measured.

Results

Technique Description
A 5 cm skin incisionwas performed in the superior edge of the
eyebrow. The skin incision was slight bigger than in a live
patient, because the tissue loses its elasticity after being fixed
in formalin (►Fig. 1A). The dissections were performed using
a surgical microscope to perform the dissection of the supra-
orbital branches in the medial portion of the incision and the
terminal branches of the FR running in the loose areolar tissue
of the subgaleal space (►Fig. 1D) until it reaches the frontalis
muscle in the lateral portion of the approach (►Fig. 1B, C).
Instead of doing a U-shape cut of the frontalis and temporal
muscles doing a single flap as suggested in themajority of the
descriptions (white and red symbols in►Fig. 1B),12,14,15,19–21

initially an L-shape cut was performed (white arrows

in ►Fig. 1B), to avoid cutting over the FR exposed
(►Fig. 1E) and at the same time preserving the main trunk
of the supraorbital nerve and themajority of its branches. The
horizontal cut was performed immediately posterior to
the last FR dissected in a mean distance of 31.3 mm (range,
27–35 mm, standard deviation, 2.7mm) superior and
posterior to the lateral cantus of the eye (green arrow
in ►Fig. 1B). The horizontal cut was done from medial to
lateral through the STL, disconnecting the superficial from the
deep layers of the temporal fascia (►Fig. 1E), since both layers
join together in this region7 with the interfascial fat pad in
between them ►Fig. 2A. The myofascial flap was detached
from the bone together with the periosteum in the medial
portion of the STL and separated from the deep layer of the
temporal fascial in the lateral portion of the STL (►Fig. 2A, B).
Notice that the superficial layer of the temporal fascial lateral
to the STL is continuouswith the “pericranium flap” (frontalis
muscle), medial to the STL (►Fig. 2A, B). In all cases, the
interfascial fat pad could be observed, although the difference

Fig. 2 Interfascial dissection steps frommedial to lateral. (A) Myofascial flap reflected anteriorly along with the STF, exposing the deep layer of the
temporal fascia. (B) Maximum retraction of the myofascial flap. Blue arrow showing the point where the cut of the STF along with the interfascial
fat pad should be done to keep mobilizing the STF and fat pad anteriorly. (C) Cutting the STF along with the interfascial fat pad. (D) View showing
layers lateral to the STL, specially the interfascial fat pad that will protect the FR. (E) Flap retraction after interfascial dissection. Note that further
anterior retraction is achieved. (F) Temporal muscle detached from the STL exposing the keyhole region. STF, superficial layer of the temporal
fascia; STL, superior temporal line.
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in the thickness happens. When the retraction of the flap
was maximum but not yet enough to expose the keyhole
(blue arrow in ►Fig. 2B), a straight cut pointing toward the
zygomatic arc, slight under the skin, but running away from
the direction of the most posterior FR was performed
(►Fig. 2C) to mobilize further anterior the flap and better
expose the keyhole (►Fig. 2D, E).

The interfascial fat pad could now be better visualized and
was used to protect the FR when placing the retractor.

This is a modification of the most usual description that
makes the cut along the STL directing it toward the zygomatic
process of the frontal bone.15,18,19,22 By doing so enough
space is created to detach the temporal muscle from the
keyhole region (►Figs. 2F and 3A) and aMacCarty keyhole can
be drilled. From now on a small one-piece frontoorbital
craniotomy (►Fig. 4A) following the standard steps was
performed (►Fig. 3C–F). The size and type of bone removal
may vary with the pathology in question. The dura was
opened with a U-shape incision (►Fig. 4B). A rigid 4 mm

zero-degree view endoscope was used to dissect the supra-
and infrachiasmatic cisterns, sellar and suprasellar region,
including the vascular supply (►Fig. 4C).

Discussion

There is not a consensus on the terminology to be adopted
when naming the branches of the facial nerve above the
zygomatic arch and the temporal fascial layers. Although
some authors proposed unification of the nomenclature by
doing excellent reviews about it,1,8,9 this issue still remains
controversial. Thus, we have used in this article the same
terminology used by Poblete et al7 because it is more
common in the neurosurgical literature and surgical
practice.

The SOTE is a tailored minimally invasive skull base
approach that can safely address various pathologies
including tumors (meningiomas, craniopharingiomas) and
vascular abnormalities.14,21

Fig. 3 (A–E) Stepwise frontoorbital craniotomy. (A) Keyhole region exposed lateral to the STL and under the detached temporal muscle. (B)
MacCarty keyhole exposing the periorbit and the frontal dura separated by the orbital roof. (C) Osteotomies from the MacCarty keyhole following
a U-shape line until the orbital rim lateral to the supraorbital notch. (D) Zygomatic process of the frontal bone drilled. (E) Chisel being used to cut
though the orbital roof—note the protection of the periorbit with a spatula. (F) Sutures being used to retract the periorbit to gain more inferior
space. STL, superior temporal line.
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The cosmetic results of this approach are very favorable in
themajority of the cases, but the risk of frontalis muscle palsy
due to an injury of the FR remains a serious drawback to a
supraorbital keyhole approach as a minimally invasive
surgical technique.

The literature provides many reports, surgical technique
and anatomical dissections of the SOTE approach, including
different osteotomies and emphasizing the importance of
avoiding supraorbital nerve injury,14–16,18,19,23,24 but quite
a few mentioned that the FR can be at risk during the soft
tissue exposure12,13,22 and almost no one explored a solu-
tion to protect the FR. Reisch et al14 reported that the FR did
not cross the surgical field, but in the same article showed
that 5.5% of the cases that underwent SOTE experienced FM
palsy. Later the same author reported another series of
SOTE with 5.6% of nerve palsy, being 3.5% temporary and
2.1% permanent palsies. Park et al 19 did a preoperative
percutaneousmapping of the trajectory of the FRwhich can
be very useful in attempting to preserve the nerve, but did
not implement a surgical modification to try to avoid nerve
lesion, using the same C-shape flap described elsewhere.
Perhaps that was why that study reported 22% of FM
transitory palsy.

The transitory palsy can be a result of an anatomical
“protection,” since anastomosis above the zygomatic arc
between the anterior, middle, and posterior rami of the TB
can be encountered in up to 75% of the cases.7,9–11 This
anatomical feature could be the explanation that neurotme-
sis, and not neuropraxia, of one or more TB may result in
spontaneous functional recovery following initial facial nerve
injury. This theory has already been explored elsewhere in
the setting of conventional anterolateral craniotomies.9,25

Conclusion

SOTE is a useful approach when dealing with anterior skull
base pathologies. Although the majority of the cases have a
good aesthetic result, there is still a high rate of frontalis
muscle palsy, permanent or transitory. This can be due to FR
retraction or even injury when the soft tissue dissection is
performed through the STL. To minimize this, percutaneous
nerve mapping19 and a slight modification of the surgical
technique which implements the interfascial dissection can
lead to lower FM palsy rates. This technique is feasible and
further studies in living patients should be performed.
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