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C O R R E S P O N D E N C E

Re: Sensory innervation of the human male prepuce— 
Meissner’s corpuscles predominate

We read with interest the recent paper by Garcia- Mesa et al. (2021), 
which raises some interesting questions about the innervation of the 
prepuce. Bazett et al. (1932) found only two Meissner's capsules per 
square centimetre, which they considered insufficient to account 
for their measured fine- touch sensitivity of the prepuce. However, 
they were studying foreskins removed in infant circumcisions, while 
measuring touch sensitivity in adults. What Garcia- Mesa et al have 
shown is that the density of Meissner's corpuscles is highly dy-
namic, being low in infancy and reaching a peak in adolescence, then 
declining.

These results parallel those of Jiang et al. (2006) (Figure 1). 
Although the actual numbers are not a close match, the error bars 
in Garcia- Mesa et al. (2021) are large and the trend is the same. The 
decline in older years is substantial. (Note that circumcisions are not 
normally carried out before age 3 years in China so there are no neo-
natal figures.)

Also of interest is that Jiang et al. found differences between 
phimotic and redundant prepuces. In particular, the post- adolescent 
decline in the density of Meissner's corpuscles did not happen in pa-
tients suffering from phimosis. This leads us to propose a biological 
explanation for this observation. The juvenile penis has no sexual 
function, but this changes with the onset of adolescence. The in-
crease in touch sensitivity at this time induces the teenager to pay 
more attention to his penis, in preparation for intercourse. Once 

he has overcome juvenile phimosis the biological imperative is for 
the focus of his attention to shift to the glans penis, and the tac-
tile sensitivity of the prepuce therefore decreases. Note that among 
primates, juvenile phimosis is unique to humans (Cox, 1995) so this 
must be a specifically human adaptation.
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F I G U R E  1  Density of Meissner's corpuscles in the prepuce as a 
function of age in patients circumcised for phimosis and redundant 
prepuce (Graph from Cox et al., 2015). Data derived from Jiang 
et al. (2006)
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