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Acetylcholine excites sensory neurons of dorsal root ganglia (DRG) via both muscarinic and nicotinic acetylcholine receptors (nAChR). Until recently, 9 different α and 4 different β subunits of nAChR that form pentamers to yield functionally active receptors have been identified. However, binding and immunoprecipitation studies revealed a population of nAChR in DRG that shall contain at least one additional, unknown subunit. This year, a new member of the nAChR family (α10) has been identified in cochlear hair cells. It forms heteromers with α9 that share a crucial feature with the unknown nAChR of DRG, i.e. sensitivity to α-bungarotoxin. Here, we asked whether these subtypes are also expressed in rat DRG, and addressed this issue by RT-PCR, in-situ hybridization, and using a newly raised antibody against the α10 subunit. All sensory neurons, but no glial cells, expressed both α 9 and α10 mRNA, and exhibited α10-immunoreactivity. These in-situ hybridization and immunohistochemical findings were confirmed by RT-PCR. These data show that coexpression of α9 and α10 nAChR subunits is not restricted to hair cells but occurs also in DRG sensory neurons where it is likely to represent the predicted, previously unknown nAChR. (supported by the DFG, SFB 547).
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