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Abstract: In this first issue of Neuroglia, it is highly appropriate that Professor Jorge A. Colombo at
the Unit of Applied Neurobiology (UNA, CEMIC-CONICET) in Buenos Aires, Argentina, writes a
perspective of idiosyncrasies of astrocytes in the human brain. Much of his work has been focused
on the special case of interlaminar astrocytes, so-named because of their long straight processes that
traverse the layers of the human cerebral cortex. Notably, interlaminar astrocytes are primate-specific
and their evolutionary development is directly related to that of the columnar organization of the
cerebral cortex in higher primates. The human brain also contains varicose projection astrocytes or
polarized astrocytes which are absent in lower animals. In addition, classical protoplasmic astrocytes
dwelling in the brains of humans are ≈15-times larger and immensely more complex than their
rodent counterparts. Human astrocytes retain their peculiar morphology even after grafting into
rodent brains; that is, they replace the host astrocytes and confer certain cognitive advantages into
so-called ‘humanised’ chimeric mice. Recently, a number of innovative studies have highlighted
the major differences between human and rodent astrocytes. Nonetheless, these differences are not
widely recognized, and we hope that Jorge Colombo’s Perspective and our associated Commentary will
help stimulate appreciation of human astrocytes by neuroscientists and glial cell biologists alike.
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The widespread notion of neuroglia as the “neglected cells of neuroscience” is far from reality.
The introduction of the concept of neuroglia as the connective tissue of the brain by Virchow [1] was
followed by a steady flow of discoveries on glial cells and their roles in health and disease. All of the
prominent neuroanatomists and neuropathologists of the second half of the 19th and early 20th century
studied neuroglia (see for example [2–14]). These great minds laid the foundation of our knowledge of
glial cells, mainly based on observation of human tissue.

It was the invention of “La reazione nera” by Golgi [15,16] and the many other staining techniques
that it instigated which widened the visualisation and characterisation of diverse types of glia in the
human brain. Prior to this, several types of glial cells had been described, most notably specialised
types of radial astrocytes called the retinal Müller cells [17,18] and the cerebellar Bergmann glia [19].
In the following 50 years, the profuse use of Golgi staining resulted in the description of multiple

Neuroglia 2018, 1, 21–29; doi:10.3390/neuroglia1010004 www.mdpi.com/journal/neuroglia

http://www.mdpi.com/journal/neuroglia
http://www.mdpi.com
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2592-9898
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-7579-0746
http://dx.doi.org/10.3390/neuroglia1010004
http://www.mdpi.com/journal/neuroglia
http://www.mdpi.com/2571-6980/1/1/4?type=check_update&version=1


Neuroglia 2018, 1 22

morphological phenotypes of parenchymal glia (Figures 1 and 2), which were named “astroglia”
in 1895 [20] (for further details on glial history, see [21–23]). The absolute majority of the original
histological characterisation of glial cells was performed on human tissue, and there was little attempt
to compare with smaller mammals, which were of little interest to classical neuroanatomists. This is
diametrically opposed to the heavy reliance of modern neuroscience on rodent models.

Figure 1. Early images of human astroglia. (A) Glial polymorphism in human foetal cortex as seen
by Gustav Retsius [24]. (B) Perivascular astrocytes drawn by Santiago Ramón y Cajal; the image is
from the collection of the Cajal Legacy at the Cajal Institute of the Spanish Research Council (CSIC).
“®CAJAL INSTITUTE, CSIC”, Madrid, Spain.

The early advances in glial morphology inspired abundant speculation on glial function.
Some argued that glia existed merely to fill the otherwise empty spaces and provide a structural
matrix, within which neurones are embedded [9], whereas some, however, went much further
and assigned glia fundamental homeostatic functions [25] , whilst still others, most notably
Carl Ludwig Schleich and Santiago Ramón y Cajal, suggested that glial cells control local blood
flow, initiate sleep, and regulate information transfer in neuronal networks [8,14,26]. It is now
apparent that astrocytes fulfil all of these operations and more, including the most fundamental
neuronal attribute of synaptogenesis [27–30]. Similarly, the fundamental role of neuroglia in
neurological diseases was highlighted by the most prominent neuropathologists, such as Franz Nissl,
Carl Frommann, Ludwig Merzbacher, Alois Alzheimer, and Nicolas Achucarro [13,31–34]. At the
turn of the 20th century, William Ford Robertson identified what he called “mesoglia” and proposed
that they underwent pathological transformation in the diseased brain [35,36]. These mesoglia were
Cajal’s “third element”, and they were characterised in detail by Pio del Rio Hortega, who identified
them as oligodendrocytes and microglia. Del Rio Hortega clearly perceived microglia as having
a defensive function [37–39] and that of oligodendrocytes in axonal myelination [40], which are
indispensable in moulding the human brain connectome. Robertson’s mesoglia almost certainly also
incorporated the last addition to the glial family, namely NG2-glia, which were clearly identified by
William Stallcup and his colleagues [41] and are also known as polydendrocytes or synantocytes [42].
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Figure 2. Early images of interlaminar astrocytes. (A) Glial cells from cerebral cortex of a one-year-old
child drawn by Gustav Retzius [24]; numerous interlaminar astrocytes are clearly seen. (B) Interlaminar
astrocytes as observed by William Lloyd Andriezen in 1893 [43]. (C) Golgi impregnated glia from
human cortex (two-month-old child) in the plexiform layer (A–D), second and third layers (E–H and
K, R, respectively) and perivascular glia (I, J). V, blood vessel. Cells labelled with A are interlaminar
astrocytes. The image is from the collection of the Cajal Legacy at the Cajal Institute of the Spanish
Research Council (CSIC). “®CAJAL INSTITUTE, CSIC”, Madrid, Spain.

The golden age of neuroglial research resulted in the detailed characterisation of human glial
types. Much less was known about glial cell physiology until the 1950s, when the first microelectrode
studies were performed on the brains of cats, dogs, and subsequently amphibians and rodents [44–48].
The latter soon became the experimental paradigm of choice, and human neuroglia were largely
neglected for a long time. However, the comprehensive analyses performed during the last decade
have revealed extraordinary differences between human and rodent glia, in particular, differences in
their astrocytes [49–53].

First and foremost, astrocytes are many times larger and much more complex in the human brain
than their rodent counterparts. Human protoplasmic astrocytes have about 10 times more primary
processes and a more complex secondary process arborisation, with an average volume that is about
16.5 times larger than the corresponding domain in a rat brain (Figure 3) [50]. The larger human
protoplasmic astrocytes have also extended outreach onto neuronal structures, on average contacting
and encompassing up to two million synapses residing in their territorial domains. This is significantly
more than the integrating capacity of rodent protoplasmic astrocytes, which cover ≈20,000–120,000
synaptic contacts [50,54]. Similarly, human fibrous astrocytes have a domain 2.14-fold larger than that
in rodents [50].
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Figure 3. Comparison of rodent and human protoplasmic astrocytes. (A) Typical mouse protoplasmic
astrocyte. Glial fibrillary acidic protein (GFAP) staining is shown in white. Scale bar: 20 µm. (B) Typical
human protoplasmic astrocyte in the same scale. Scale bar: 20 µm. (C,D) Human protoplasmic
astrocytes are 2.55-fold larger and have 10-fold more main GFAP processes than mouse astrocytes
(human, n = 50 cells from seven patients; mouse, n = 65 cells from six mice; mean± standard error mean
(SEM); *p < 0.005, t-test). (E) Mouse protoplasmic astrocyte diolistically labelled with lypophilic dye
DiI (white staining) and sytox (blue staining) revealing the full structure of the astrocyte, including its
numerous fine processes. Scale bar: 20 µm. (F) Diolistically-labelled human astrocyte demonstrates the
highly complicated network of fine process that defines the human protoplasmic astrocyte. Scale bar:
20 µm. Inset: Diolistically-labelled human protoplasmic astrocyte, also immunolabelled for GFAP
(green staining), demonstrating colocalization. Scale bar: 20 µm. Reproduced with permission
from [50].

In addition to the principal types of astroglia being particularly large and complex, the brains
of higher primates and humans also contain several types of glia that do not exist in lower
animals. The first type of uniquely human astrocyte that came under scrutiny was the class of
interlaminar astrocytes, so-named by Jorge Colombo [55], whose historic and personal perspective is
published in Neuroglia [56]. Notably, these cells were also seen by early neuroanatomists (Figure 2).
Interlaminar astrocytes account for a rather substantial population of all astrocytes in the human
cortex, while their functional role still remains enigmatic. The small (≈10 µm in diameter) spheroid
cell bodies of interlaminar astrocytes dwell in cortical layer I (supragranular), and several short and
one or two very long (up to 1 mm) processes emanate from these somata (Figure 4A,B). The processes
of interlaminar astrocytes penetrate through the cortex, ending in deeper layers, from layer II to IV.
These processes sometimes contact with blood vessels, while their terminal portions end with peculiar
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bouton-like structures, generally known as terminal masses or end bulbs. The processes of interlaminar
astrocytes run parallel to each other, giving an appearance of a palisade.

The second type of astrocyte peculiar to the human brain are the varicose projection astrocytes or
polarized astrocytes, which send several very long (up to 1 mm) unbranched processes with varicosities
that extend in all directions through the deep cortical layers (Figure 4C–H) [51]. Apart from their
long varicose processes, these cells otherwise look similar to classical protoplasmic astrocytes, but
can be distinguished by their immunopositivity to CD44, also known as the homing cell adhesion
molecule [52]. The density of these cells demonstrate remarkable individual variation, and their
appearance is somehow related to age; that is, they have never been detected in the neonatal human
brain, and it has been speculated that the appearance of these cells may reflect age-dependent adaptive
changes and reflect individual life experiences [52].

Figure 4. Interlaminar and varicose projection astrocytes in human cortex. (A) Pial surface and layers
I–II of human cortex. GFAP staining is in white; 4′,6-diamidino-2-phenylindole (DAPI) staining is in
blue. Scale bar: 100 µm. Yellow line indicates border between layer I and II. (B) Interlaminar astrocyte
processes. Scale bar: 10 µm. (C) Varicose projection astrocytes reside in layers V–VI6 and extend
long processes characterised by evenly-spaced varicosities. Inset: Varicose projection astrocyte from
chimpanzee cortex. GFAP staining is in white, microtubule-associated protein 2 (MAP2) staining is in
red and DAPI staining is in blue. Yellow arrowheads indicate varicose projections. Scale bar: 50 µm.
(D) Diolistic labelling (in white) of a varicose projection astrocyte whose long process terminates in the
neuropil, sytox staining is in blue. Scale bar: 20 µm. (E) High-power image of the yellow box in (B)
highlighting the varicosities seen along the processes. Scale bar: 10 µm. (F–H) Individual z-sections of
the astrocyte in (E) demonstrating long processes, straighter fine processes, and association with the
vasculature. Reproduced with permission from [49,50].

The evolutionary development of human astrocytes, with processes that span multiple cortical
layers, is directly related to the evolution of a highly complex columnar cortical organisation in
higher primates. Moreover, developmental studies indicate that ontogeny recapitulates phylogeny;
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for example, interlaminar astrocytes are first apparent at the end of the first month postnatal, and
they reach their adult-like configuration by the second month of life [57]. It is tempting to speculate
that the remarkably idiosyncratic morphology of human astrocytes translates into specific higher
primate functions associated with information processing and intelligence. The theme of ‘intelligent
astrocytes’ resurfaces sporadically; already in the 1960s, Robert Galambos proclaimed that “Glia is . . .
conceived as genetically charged to organize and program neuron activity so that the best interests
of the organism will be served; the essential product of glia action is visualized to be what we call
innate and acquired behavioural responses. In this scheme, neurons in large part merely execute the
instructions glia give them” [58]. This heretic and yet inspiring idea, which defines glia as a central
element for information processing in the brain, has galvanized many followers [59–63], although it is
still in need of credible experimental corroboration.

To attempt this corroboration, the chimeric model of ‘humanised’ mice was developed, in which
the brains of neonatal animals were injected with human foetal glial cell progenitors. These human
cells survived implantation and expanded to populate large areas of brain tissue and replace native
rodent astrocytes. Moreover, mice bearing human astrocytes outperformed their wild type relatives
in learning and memory tasks, while the threshold for long-term potentiation was reduced in these
chimeras. Does this experiment indeed point out the intelligence potential of human astroglia? Or does
the better performance of humanised mouse nervous tissue reflect a much higher capacity of human
astrocytes to provide homeostatic and metabolic support? These points are not mutually exclusive,
and the question remains open.

We hope that our Commentary has highlighted some key differences between astrocytes in
the human brain and their simpler brethren in rodents. Currently, mice are the main animal
model for studying brain function and pathology. Going forward, it is important to recognise
the singularity of human astrocytes and interpret data from mice and other species appropriately.
Jorge Colombo’s perspective of his career studying interlaminar astrocytes helps bring these cells to
the attention of neurobiologists who might otherwise be unfamiliar with them, and it will hopefully
help stimulate future studies on these remarkable cells.
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