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Transverse Ligament of the Atlas

Stability of the atlantoaxial joint depends primarily on the integrity of the odontoid process and the
atlantal transverse ligament (which is the most important structure holding the odontoid process in
position against the anterior arch of C1).

The transverse ligament of the atlas is a thick, strong band, which arches across the ring of the atlas,
and retains the odontoid process in contact with the atlas.

It is concave in front, convex behind, broader and thicker in the middle than at the ends, and firmly
attached on either side to a small tubercle on the medial surface of the lateral mass of the atlas.

As it crosses the odontoid process, a small fasciculus (crus superius) is prolonged upward, and
another (crus inferius) downward, from the superficial or posterior fibers of the ligament.

The former is attached to the basilar part of the occipital bone, in close relation with the membrana
tectoria; the latter is fixed to the posterior surface of the body of the axis; hence, the whole ligament
is named the cruciate ligament of the atlas.

The transverse ligament divides the ring of the atlas into two unequal parts: of these, the posterior
and larger serves for the transmission of the medulla spinalis and its membranes and the accessory
nerves; the anterior and smaller contains the odontoid process.

The neck of the odontoid process is constricted where it is embraced posteriorly by the transverse
ligament, so that this ligament suffices to retain the odontoid process in position after all the other
ligaments have been divided.

Excessive laxity of the posterior transverse ligament can lead to atlantoaxial instability, a common
complication in patients with Down's Syndrome. Laxity has also been hypothesized as the cause of
degenerative hypertrophy and mechanical atlantoaxial stress.

Degenerative processes can give rise to transverse ligament cysts, resulting in progressive cervical
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myelopathy. The treatment of choice for transverse ligament cysts with progressive neurological
decline is surgical resection and cervical fusion.

Conservative treatment with external neck immobilization is less commonly reported , but may be
very useful in select cases where immediate surgical intervention is not indicated.

Transverse ligament injury

see Transverse ligament injury.
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