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The first appearance of sympathetic
ganglia in human embryos at stage 13
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The primordia of the sympathetic trunk ganglia were traced on serial sections
of 10 embryos at stage 13 (32 postovulatory days). It was found that in all
embryos, these primordia were present in the thoracic level T4 to T9 and they
appeared as scattered aggregates of cells lying dorsally and laterally to the
dorsal aortae. (Folia Morphol 2009; 68, 4: 215-217)
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INTRODUCTION

The development of the sympathetic nervous
system can be divided into three overlapping stag-
es [6]. First, the precursors of sympathetic neu-
rons arise from neural crest cells that migrate ven-
trally, aggregate adjacent to the dorsal aorta, and
ultimately differentiate into catecholaminergic
neurons. Second, the cell number is refined when
neurotrophic factors determine the number of neu-
rons. The final stage of the sympathetic develop-
ment is the establishment and maturation of sym-
pathetic connections.

The primordia of the sympathetic ganglia appear
before the fibres of the communicating rami can be
traced into them and before formation of the sym-
pathetic trunk [13]. According to Mitchell [16], ag-
gregation of cells, representing the primordia of the
future ganglia of the sympathetic trunk, are first
evident in the lower thoracic and upper lumbar re-
gions, and they are located on the posterolateral
aspects of the aorta. Such aggregations of primor-
dial cells are arranged initially in an ill-defined col-
umn, and in embryos at the 15 mm stage, they are
present in all except the cervical region.

Kuntz [12] stated that aggregates of cells may
be observed from the caudal cervical to the sacral
region in human embryos 6 mm in length.

Pearson and Eckhard [19] found white commu-
nicating rami in embryos 6.0-6.5 mm in length.

It has to be pointed out that the embryonic age
should be expressed in developmental stages which
are based on the morphological status of develop-
ment. Embryos of 6.0 mm in length may belong to
different stages [17, 18].

The aim of the present study is to trace the early
formation of the sympathetic ganglia in human
embryos at stage 13.

MATERIAL AND METHODS

Serial sections of 10 embryos at stage 13
(32 postovulatory days) from the Collection of the
Department of Anatomy, Poznan University of Medi-
cal Sciences were studied (Table 1).

Coronal, sagittal, and horizontal sections stained
with haematoxylin and eosin, cresyl violet, accord-
ing to the Mallory method, and impregnated with
silver were examined microscopically. The roots of
the spinal cord and the spinal nerves were carefully
traced and the positions of the sympathetic ganglia
were evaluated.

RESULTS
In all investigated embryos, the division of scle-
rotomes into loose superior and dense inferior zones
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Table 1. CR length, developmental stage, and postovulatory days of investigated embryos

Catalogue number CR length [mm] Developmental stage Age [days] Plane of section
B171 5.0 13 32 Horizontal
B174 4.5 13 32 Horizontal
B194 6.0 13 32 Horizontal
B202 4.5 13 32 Horizontal
B206 5.5 13 32 Horizontal
B207 6.0 13 32 Frontal
B208 5.5 13 32 Frontal
B209 5.0 13 32 Horizontal
B218 5.5 13 32 Horizontal
I 5.5 13 32 Sagittal

is observed (Fig. 1). The spinal ganglia are not yet
segregated and the spinal neural crest extends on
the dorsolateral surface of the spinal cord. The spi-
nal nerves are already formed and the thick anterior
branch of these nerves is evident (Fig. 2).

The primordia of the sympathetic ganglia are
composed of scattered cells which are larger than
cells of the mesenchyme, and show more intense
staining reaction (Figs. 1, 2). Such aggregates of cells
are found in the thoracic levels T4-T9. They lie along
the dorsolateral aspects of dorsal aortae. Cells in
these primordia are identical to cells of the spinal
ganglia. At this stage of development, there are no
communicating rami.

DISCUSSION

Postganglionic sympathetic neurons arise from
the neural crest, which migrate ventrally from the
dorsal surface of the neural tube. Neural crest cells
develop at the interface between the non-neural
ectoderm (presumptive epidermis/ surface ectoderm)
and the dorsal region of the neural plate, a region
commonly referred to as the neural plate border [3].

The sympathetic primordia are near the dorsal aor-
tae [7]. Several factors play a role in early develop-
ment of the sympathetic ganglia [1, 2, 4, 8-11, 20].

The sympathetic trunk and plexuses are made
up of cells that originate from the entire length of
the neural crest located behind the level of the fifth
somite [14, 15, 18].

According to Anderson [1], both catecholamin-
ergic neural crest derivatives: adrenal chromaffin cells
and sympathetic neurons, derive from a common
sympathoadrenal progenitor.
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Figure 1. Sagittal section of embryo. Impregnation with Bodian’s
protargol, x 100; a — sympathetic ganglia, b — loose zone of
sclerotome, ¢ — dense zone of sclerotome, d — dorsal aorta,

e — spinal cord.

Figure 2. Horizontal section of embryo at the level of the main
bronchi. Stained with cresyl violet, x 40; a— spinal nerve,

b — sympathetic ganglia, c — dorsal aortae, d — oesophagus,
e — main bronchus, f — anterior ramus of the spinal nerve.
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The dorsal aorta and notochord regulate the com-
mitment to and expression of cell fate by the neural
crest that settle there. Dorsal aorta and neural tubes
induce noradrenergic traits in neural crest cultures,
and adrenergic properties are not expressed in the
sympathetic ganglia of notochord-ablated chicken
embryos [5].

The dorsal aorta-derived factor involves one or more
of the members of the BMP family, which increase
TH expression in migrating neural crest cells [6].

The present study revealed that the primordia
of the sympathetic ganglia appear very early in
the thoracic part of the sympathetic trunk. They
precede the formation of the communicating
rami. The sympathetic ganglia are related to the
dorsal aortae and sclerotomes surrounding the
notochord.

Our results are not in accordance with the find-
ings of Kuntz [12], who observed such primordia in
the lower thoracic and upper lumbar region. Accord-
ing to Kuntz [12], the primordia of the sympathetic
trunks grow cranially from the lower cervical region,
both by displacement of cells along the dorsal as-
pect of the aortae and by local cell division.

Streeter [21], investigating nervous system in
the human embryo at the end of the first month
(10 mm), found that the neural crest cells destined
to become sympathetic ganglion cells fused together
on each side of the body to form a longitudinal col-
umn situated lateral to the aorta and in front of the
developing vertebral bodies.

Such an appearance of the sympathetic trunks is
observed in the later stages of development during
the second month.
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