
Yo
u 

ar
e 

pr
oh

ib
it

ed
 fr

om
 m

ak
in

g 
th

is
 P

D
F 

pu
bl

ic
ly

 a
va

ila
bl

e.

For reprints or permissions, contact permissions@psychiatrist.com. ♦ © 2020 Copyright Physicians Postgraduate Press, Inc.

It is illegal to post this copyrighted PDF on any website.

    e1Prim Care Companion CNS Disord 2020;22(1):19l02500

Case Report

A Case of Visual Illusions Secondary to Mirtazapine Treatment
Virginia Ferrari, MDa; Elisa Fontecedro, MDa;  
Matteo Balestrieri, MD, PhDa; and Fabio Sambataro, MD, PhDa,b,*

aDepartment of Medicine, University of Udine, Udine, Italy
bDepartment of Neuroscience, University of Padova, Padua, Italy
*Corresponding author: Fabio Sambataro, MD, PhD, Department of 
Neuroscience, University of Padova, Via Giustiniani 2, Padua, Italy 
(fabio.sambataro@unipd.it).
Prim Care Companion CNS Disord 2020;22(1):19l02500

To cite: Ferrari V, Fontecedro E, Balestrieri M, et al. A case of visual illusions 
secondary to mirtazapine treatment. Prim Care Companion CNS Disord. 
2020;22(1):19l02500.
To share: https://doi.org/10.4088/PCC.19l02500
© Copyright 2020 Physicians Postgraduate Press, Inc.

M irtazapine is an antidepressant with presynaptic 
α2 antagonist and postsynaptic 5-HT2 and 5-HT3 

antagonist properties, which result in increased noradrenergic 
and serotonergic neurotransmission that contribute to its 
antidepressant effects.1 Furthermore, this drug has histamine 
antagonist and anticholinergic properties, which could result 
in increased appetite and weight gain2,3 that may be useful 
for the treatment of nondepressive conditions with cachexia 
and anorexia.4,5

Case Report
Mr A, an 86-year-old man, presented to the emergency 

department with protracted dysphagia and weight loss 
and was admitted to a general medicine ward for these 
complaints. His medical history included hypertension, 
gastroesophageal reflux disease, subclinical hypothyroidism, 
and mild cognitive impairment. There was no known history 
of psychiatric illness or illicit drug or alcohol use. Laboratory 
workup at admission showed reduced hemoglobin (12.4 
g/dL) and hematocrit (38.3%) levels. Barium x-rays and 
esophagogastroduodenoscopy showed a hiatal hernia with 
Z-line metaplasia and esophageal diverticulum.

The patient complained of reduced appetite, decreased 
energy, and significant weight loss for the past 2 months. 
On the basis of this clinical presentation, depression was 
also considered. After psychiatric evaluation, a diagnosis of 
depression was excluded.

Mr A was started on his home medications (pantoprazole 
40 mg/d and lisinopril 20 mg/d). After 10 days, he was also 
started on mirtazapine 30 mg nightly without titration to 
increase appetite. As soon as Mr A started mirtazapine, he 
developed visual illusions. These misperceptions began 1–2 
hours after taking mirtazapine (8 pm), lasted for about 30 
minutes, and disappeared spontaneously with no further 
intervention. During these episodes, while having clear 
vision, Mr A saw the hospital room flipped upside down. 

Notably, the unreality of the visual misperception was always 
clear to the patient; the sensorium and consciousness were 
intact as well as memory, attention, and orientation. These 
misperceptions did not occur during sleep initiation or 
termination. On the third day, mirtazapine was stopped, and 
he had no further visual misperceptions.

Discussion
This case suggests a relationship between mirtazapine use 

and visual illusions. The temporal course of this symptom 
suggests that these effects may be drug induced. The Naranjo 
criteria6 (score: 7/10) indicates that these misperceptions 
were probably an adverse drug reaction to mirtazapine.

Mirtazapine is rapidly and completely absorbed after a 
single oral dose and reaches peak plasma levels within 1–2.1 
hours.7 The elderly have higher maximum plasma drug 
concentration as well as larger area under the curve and 
longer elimination half-life relative to younger individuals. 
Notably, Mr A’s visual misperceptions always began about 1 
to 2 hours after taking an oral dose of mirtazapine.

The literature8,9 supports the association between 
mirtazapine and altered visual perception. Mirtazapine-
induced auditory and visual hallucinations were reported 
in elderly patients at the beginning of treatment or during 
titration.8 Notably, mirtazapine-induced delirium has also 
been described in the elderly starting at 30 mg/d, thus 
suggesting a greater susceptibility to this side effect at 
higher dosages, especially in light of age-related increases of 
mirtazapine availability.9

Although visual misperceptions have been previously 
associated with antidepressants, mostly selective serotonin 
reuptake inhibitors,10 the mechanism by which mirtazapine 
can cause these symptoms is still unknown. Altered 
dopamine signaling may play an important role. Indeed, this 
neurotransmitter has been implicated in the pathophysiology 
of psychosis.11

Mirtazapine can modulate dopamine tone via 2 
mechanisms: blocking α2 receptors, resulting in increased 
corelease of norepinephrine and dopamine from 
noradrenergic terminals in the prefrontal12 and occipital 
cortex,13 and enhancing the output of cortical dopamine via 
5-HT1A receptor activation.14

In conclusion, mirtazapine is a well-tolerated drug 
recommended for the treatment of depression in the elderly. 
Although a potential role of mirtazapine to improve appetite 
and induce weight gain independent of antidepressant effects 
has been suggested in underweight elderly patients,15 future 
studies on its tolerability in this population are warranted.16
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