
Alveolus: Microscopic Anatomy

The alveolus is the functional unit and terminal point of the lungs.  It consists of thin walls (which
are interestingly planar, and not rounded) to facilitate gas transfer.  The surface area of the alveolus
consists of 95% type I pneumocytes which are only 2𝜇m thick.  Sharing the basement membrane with the
type I pneumocyte is the endothelial cells of the pulmonary capillaries.  This close proximity again allows
rapid and efficient gas exchange.  Interestingly, the epithelial area of the alveolus and endothelial area of
the capillaries have very similar surface areas.

About half as prevalent as type I pneumocytes are type II pneumocytes.  The type II pneumocytes
are responsible for surfactant production, recycling, and degradation.  They also are the progenitor cells
for the type I pneumocytes.

Although the interstitium between the epithelial and endothelial cells is typically quite thin, it
does thicken periodically to accommodate other structural and functional needs of the lungs.  Here one
may find macrophages and the beginning of lymphatics, but more prevalent are the collagen fibers and
fibroblasts that provide some degree of structure to the lung.
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