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Viewpoint

Synovial lining cell hyperplasia in rheumatoid arthritis:
dogma and fact
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The synovial lining of the diarthrodial joint is a
tissue whose most striking microscopic feature is a
layer of cells lying adjacent to the joint cavity. These
are known as synovial lining cells or synoviocytes.
In inflamed, and particularly in rheumatoid, joints
the synovial lining cell layer is thickened with
perhaps a three to five cell thick layer in contrast
with the one to two cells of the normal joint. The
simplest explanation for these extra cells is an
increase in the rate of cell division, and it is
generally assumed that the hyperplasia of the
synovial lining cells is due to mitotic activity. This
assumption has become a dogma of modern
rheumatology, enshrined both in reviews and in
textbooks.2 3 As is soon clear to anyone examining
the histology of the rheumatoid synovial lining,
however, mitotic figures are a rare sight.

Cell division can be assessed by a number of
techniques, including tritiated thymidine autoradio-
graphy, Feulgen microspectrophotometry, and,
more recently, by use of a monoclonal antibody
which recognises a nuclear antigen found in dividing
cells. The earliest studies of synovial lining cell
division used tritiated thymidine incorporation into
cultured synovial explants and failed to find in-
creased incorporation in rheumatoid tissue.4 5 Up to
4% of cells were labelled in rheumatoid arthritis.4
This finding of low proliferative activity was con-
firmed by use of Feulgen microspectrophotometry.
Recent studies, using a monoclonal antibody which
recognises dividing cells,8 9 show an even lower rate
of division of these cells in the rheumatoid joint.
The proportion of labelled cells was between 1:2000
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and 1:30 000 even in rheumatoid arthritis. Further-
more, when a double labelling, immunohisto-
chemical method was used none of those sparse cells
marked as proliferating showed the presence of
lysozyme, which is a macrophage marker and shown
to be present in type A synovial cells.9 l" We
therefore have the situation of increased numbers of
cells but with no evidence of cell division. Synovial
lining cells can apparently be stimulated to divide,
however. In rabbits with antigen induced arthritis, a
lesion resembling rheumatoid arthritis, there is a
rapid rise in the rate of cell division in this
population of cells," ' 3 but within two to three
months of inducing arthritis the rate of cell division
has declined to normal levels. Despite this, the
synovial lining cell layer remains hyperplastic. This
hyperplasia depends upon the continuance of the
synovitis. Thus in animals with a resolving synovitis
the increased numbers of synovial lining cells decline
in parallel with the decrease in inflammation. I14 The
conclusion must be that the so-called hyperplasia of
the rheumatoid synovial lining cell layer is an active
continuing process.

If the increased numbers of synovial lining cells in
the rheumatoid joint are not due to an acceleration
of the cell cycle what is causing this increase in cells
and does hyperplasia remain an appropriate term?
One important clue to this question has come from
the use of the beige mouse, which carries a
homozygous gene (bg) that codes for the expression
of giant granules in a variety of cell types. The
granules have proved to be useful genetic markers
for tracing mononuclear phagocytes. Injection of
bone marrow cells from beige mice into irradiated
histocompatible recipients led to the appearance of
cells with giant granules in the synovial lining cell
layer. Electron microscopic examination of these
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granule bearing cells showed them to have the
characteristic ultrastructure of type A synovial lining
cells.'5 16 Thus in the normal joint the type A cells
appear to derive from bone marrow precursors.
Further evidence for the recruitment of cells to the
joint comes from experiments in guinea pigs using
an antigen induced model of arthritis. 17 The labelling
index of the synovial lining cell layer was compared
in animals receiving tritiated thymidine injected
directly into the joint with that in animals where the
tritiated thymidine was given systemically and local-
ised at first to the bone marrow. The labelling index
was 2-5% in the former case, 77% in the latter. Is
this process accelerated in rheumatoid arthritis and
does it account for the thickening of the synovial
lining cell layer? As yet these questions cannot be
answered. There is direct evidence, however, that
cells derived from bone marrow may account for the
increase in synovial lining cells. In non-rheumatoid
synovial lining 20-30% of synovial lining cells are
HLA-DR positive.'8 These are the type A macro-
phage-like cells by immunoelectronmicroscopy.19 2)
In contrast, in rheumatoid tissue 80-100% of the
synovial lining cells are HLA-DR positive.'8 This
suggests that the bulk of the synovial lining cells in
the rheumatoid joint are derived from bone marrow.
Of course, class II major histocompatibility complex
antigens are found on cells other than macrophages.
By use of monoclonal antibodies which recognise a
range of specific epitopes on mononuclear phago-
cytes, however, it has been shown that most synovial
lining cells in the rheumatoid joint are indeed mono-
nuclear phagocytes.2' 22 Most cells bore markers for
blood monocytes, suggesting that there was rapid
incorporation of blood borne monocytes into the
synovial lining cell layer. 2

In conclusion, there is increasing evidence for the
hypothesis that synovial lining cell hyperplasia in
rheumatoid arthritis is due, not to increased cell
division, but to an increased recruitment of mono-
nuclear phagocytes derived from bone marrow. The
signals which stimulate this recruitment of cells and
their accretion into a lining layer are not known.
The synovial lining layer plays a major part in the
pathology of rheumatoid arthritis.'1 3 Interference
with this recruitment and/or maturation into a lining
cell layer promises to be of value in the treatment of
rheumatoid arthritis.
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