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Samuel Thomas von Sömmerring

Samuel Thomas von Sömmerring (28 January 1755 – 2 March 1830) was a German physician,
anatomist, anthropologist, paleontologist and inventor. Sömmerring discovered the macula in the
retina of the human eye. His investigations on the brain and the nervous system, on the sensory
organs, on the embryo and its malformations, on the structure of the lungs, etc., made him one of the
most important German anatomists.

Sömmerring was born in Thorn, Royal Prussia (Toruń, Poland) as the ninth child of the physician
Johann Thomas Sömmerring. In 1774 he completed his education in Thorn and began to study
medicine at the University of Göttingen. He visited Petrus Camper lecturing at the University in
Franeker. He became a professor of anatomy at the Collegium Carolinum (housed in the Ottoneum,
now a Natural History Museum) in Kassel and, beginning in 1784, at the University of Mainz. There he
was for five years the dean of the medical faculty. Due to the fact that Mainz became part of the
French Republic under the French Directory, Sömmerring opened up a practice in Frankfurt in 1795.
As one of his many important enterprises, Sömmerring introduced against many resistances the
vaccination against smallpox and became one of the first members of the Senckenbergische
Naturforschende Gesellschaft and was nominated as counselor. He received offers of employment by
the University of Jena and the University of St. Petersburg, but accepted in 1804 an invitation from the
Academy of Science of Bavaria, in Munich. In this city, he became counselor to the court and was led
into the Bavarian nobility.

He published many writings in the fields of medicine, anatomy and neuroanatomy, anthropology,
paleontology, astronomy and philosophy. Among other things he wrote about fossil crocodiles and in
1812 he described Ornithocephalus antiquus now known as Pterodactylus. He was also the first to
accurately draw a representation of the female skeleton structure.

In addition, Sömmerring was a very creative inventor, having designed a telescope for astronomical
observations and an electrical telegraph in 1809. He worked on the refinement of wines, sunspots and
many diverse other things. In 1811 he developed the first telegraphic system in Bavaria, which is
housed today in the German Museum of Science in Munich. In 1823, he was elected a foreign member
of the Royal Swedish Academy of Sciences.

Sömmering was married to Margarethe Elizabeth Grunelius (deceased 1802), and had a son, Dietmar
William, and a daughter, Susanne Katharina. Due to bad weather, Sömmering left Munich in 1820 and
returned to Frankfurt, where he died in 1830. He is buried at the city's main cemetery 1) 2).

When Sömmerring was 23 years old he described the organization of the cranial nerves as part of this
doctoral work: its study is valid until today.

The enumeration of the cranial nerves is traced briefly from Galen's seven to Willis' ten and to von
Sömmerring's twelve. The system of von Sömmerring, which has been followed for some 200 years, is
a useful convention, although it is merely one of several possibilities. The naming of the cranial
nerves was standardized nearly 100 years ago 3).

Virtually all contemporary atlases show the abducens, facial, and vestibulocochlear nerves (CNs
VI–VIII) all emerging from the pontomedullary groove, as originally depicted by Soemmerring in 1778.

Direct observation at microsurgery of the cerebellopontine angle reveals that CN VII emerges caudal
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to the CN VIII root from the lower lateral pons rather than the pontomedullary groove. Additionally,
the CN VI root lies in the pontomedullary groove caudal to both CN VII and VIII in the vast majority of
cases.

In a high-resolution 3D MRI study, the exit location of CN VI was caudal to the CN VII/VIII complex in
93% of the cases. Clearly, Soemmerring’s rostrocaudal numbering system of CN VI-VII-VIII (abducens-
facial-vestibulocochlear CNs) should instead be VIII-VII-VI (vestibulocochlear- facial-abducens CNs).
While the inaccuracy of the CN numbering system is of note, what is remarkable is that generations of
authors have almost universally chosen to perpetuate this ancient error. No doubt some did this
through faithful copying of their predecessors. Others, it could be speculated, chose to depict the CN
relationships incorrectly rather than run contrary to long-established dogma.

This study is not advocating that a universally recognized numbering scheme be revised, as this
would certainly create confusion. The authors do advocate that future depictions of the anatomical
arrangements of the brainstem roots of CNs VI, VII, and VIII ought to reflect actual anatomy, rather
than be contorted to conform with the classical CN numbering system 4).
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