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Editorial

The epidermis forms the outermost epithelial barrier of the
human body and, therefore, plays a crucial role in protecting the
organism against desiccation, UV irradiation and noxious
chemicals. Keratinocytes are the predominant cell type in the
epidermis. They acquired their specific name through the
keratins, a family of cytoskeletal proteins involved in the
formation of the epidermal barrier. Furthermore, keratins
contribute to the formation of the strong cell-cell and cell-matrix
junctions and thus mediate the mechanical stability within the
epidermis and its adhesion to the underlying matrix. Epidermal
squamae represent the dead remnants of terminally differenti-
ated keratinocytes in the uppermost cornified layers of the
stratum corneum. Their continuous loss is uniquely balanced by
the proliferative activity in the basal cell layer of the epidermis.
Hence, proliferation, differentiation and cell death are most
important aspects in the regulation of epidermal function and
homeostasis. Besides keratinocytes, several specialized cell types
fulfill pivotal roles in the epidermis, including melanocytes which
protect keratinocytesagainstpossibledetrimental effects exerted
by UV irradiation, and the immunocompetent Langerhans cells.

The central epidermal functions, which cooperate uniquely in
fulfilling the physiological requirements of the epidermis, have
become the main focus of an interdisciplinary research group
™Keratinocytes ± proliferation and differentiation in the
epidermis∫ (DFG-FG 367), supported by the Deutsche For-
schungsgemeinschaft. The group includes 7 Research Institutes
and Clinics from various faculties of the University of Bonn and
additionally 1 Department from the International University of
Bremen.

In May 2004, the Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft has also
sponsored an International Symposium (www.fg-keratinocyten.
uni-bonn.de/2nd_Symposium.html) organized by this group of
scientists at the University of Bonn. In this symposium
numerous internationally known guest speakers from Europe
and abroad and all members of the DFG Research Group
participated. During the 2-day meeting the major functions of
epidermal keratinocytes as well as of melanocytes and Langer-
hans cells were discussed. Most participants have summarized
their results and/or views by contributing original or review
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articles on the topics discussed during the Meeting as outlined
in Figure 1.

The European Journal of Cell Biology has offered its
experience and space to publish a ™Special Issue on Keratino-
cytes∫ in which the manuscripts resulting from this meeting are
included, following a regular peer review process. It is the aim of
this special issue of EJCB to present novel data on central
epidermal functions and updated overviews on the cell biology
of the epidermis.
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