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The direct fluorescent antibody test on fresh brain tissues is the gold

standard for rabies virus antigen detection in dogs. However, this method is laborious and holds a
high risk of virus exposure for the experimenter. In mammals, the tactile hair is a specialized
touch organ that is abundant in the muzzle skin. Each tactile hair is equipped with more than 2,000
sensory nerve endings. Therefore, this organ is expected to serve as an alternative postmortem
diagnostic material. In the present study, muzzle skins were obtained from rabid dogs and the target

cells and localization of rabies virus antigen was defined. Virus antigen was clearly detected in a

part of the outer root sheath at the level of the ring sinus of the tactile hairs, and the majority

of cells were Merkel cell. Our results suggest that Merkel cells in the tactile hairs of the muzzle
skin are a target for virus replication and could serve as a useful specimen source for diagnosis
of rabies.
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