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INTRODUCTION 

In the course of previous investigations (5 · 6) on some properties of amniotic fluid 
to be used as indicators of fetal lung maturity, we observed that results could be 
strongly influenced by the technical details of the preparations of the sample. 
For instance, it seemed necessary to centrifuge immediately the sample of amniotic 
fluid in order to remove all macroscopic and microscopic organic particles (vernix, 
blood cells, meconium, epithelial cells and their fragments) because their chemical 
composition is obviously different from that of amniotic fluid, and if they are 
analysed together with the amniotic fluid, the results will be of reduced diagnostic 
significance if not meaningless at all. 

Vernix caseosa is probably the most important particulate contaminant of am
niotic fluid; its presence is constant and it is in a state of physico-chemical equi
librium with the surrounding liquid phase, so that the concentrations of several 
substances dissolved in amniotic fluid are presumably correlated with the compo
sition of the vernix. 

With the scope of contributing to a better understanding of the interrelations 
between amniotic fluid and vernix caseosa, a small series of samples of vernix 
have been analysed with the same method previously used for amniotic fluid (5 · 6 · 7). 
The first question was to investigate whether the vernix caseosa could be the site 
of origin of the fatty acids dissolved in amniotic fluid; the second question was to 
establish the minimal quantity of vernix contaminants which can introduce a 
significant error into the evaluation of fetal lung maturity by means of analysis of 
amniotic fluid fatty acids (1. 5. s .. 16, 17, 18).

As a collateral study, a series of determinations of fatty acids in amniotic fluid 
after increasing periods of centrifugation and at different temperatures have been 
performed; work is still in progress and the results will be published in the near 
future. 

MATERIALS AND METHODS 

1. Method for obtaining the vernix caseosa.

Twenty samples of vernix were obtained from the same number of newborns 
'(see Table 1). Using small soft plastic containers the vernix was removed directly 
from the skin not later than ten minutes after birth. The sample was sealed im
mediately and stored at - 20

° 
C until the analysis was done. 

2. Methylation of fatty acids.

The preparations of the methyl esters of the fatty acids contained in the vernix, 
in order to permit gas-chromatographic (= GC) analysis, have been accomplished 
by two methods: 
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