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Preface: Celebrating 150 Years of Neural Crest Research

What we know today as the neural crest was first described in 1868

by Wilhelm His in the chick embryo as the “intermediate cord”

(Zwischenstrang). This group of cells, located between the developing

neural tube and the surface ectoderm, was found to exit and aggre-

gate on either side of the neuraxis to form spinal ganglia. A few years

later, Julia Barlow Platt demonstrated that these cells also contributed

to the cartilage of the visceral arches in the salamander Necturus. Ever

since its discovery, 150 years ago, the neural crest has fascinated and

inspired generations of developmental and evolutionary biologists. It

has also generated a lot of discussion as its mere existence has chal-

lenged the concept of germ layers, and stimulated efforts to describe

the full extent of its contribution to the various organ systems of

the body.

The neural crest is a vertebrate innovation that was essential in

shaping the craniofacial skeleton as primitive vertebrates progres-

sively adopted a more predatory lifestyle. Its exceptional migratory

properties and stem cell-like characteristics set the neural crest apart

from other embryonic cell populations. For several decades, these

attributes have made the neural crest a unique system to study impor-

tant developmental processes including embryonic induction, cell fate

decision and diversification, migratory behaviors and differentiation. A

PubMed search with the term “neural crest” lists over 2000 review

articles published since 1968, remarkably more than half of them pub-

lished in the last 10 years - a strong indicator of a thriving field of

research.

We are extremely grateful to all the authors for their excellent

contributions to this special issue of genesis, celebrating 150 years of

neural crest research. This collection of reviews and research articles

is not intended to cover the entire field of neural crest research but

rather to provide a few snapshots at several areas of investigation,

and highlight the vitality of the field. It will become clear when reading

these articles that while great progresses have been made in the last

150 years, still a number of important questions remained to be

answered. We hope this special issue will inspire a new generation of

scientists to follow in the footsteps of Wilhelm His and his contempo-

raries to further dissect the cellular and molecular processes regulating

the development of this remarkable cell population.
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