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  M a r e k ’ s  d i s e a s e  ( M D )  i s  a 
lymphoproliferative disease of chicken caused 
by cell associated MD herpes virus (MDV) and 
is characterized by multiple T-cell lymphoma 
formation in visceral organs, muscles, skin and 
lesions in peripheral nerves (Calnek and Witter, 
1991). Clinical signs observed for MD vary from 
mild depression followed by ataxia and paralysis, 
skin nodular lesions, stunting and mortality (Santin 
et al., 2006).The avian leucosis virus induces a 
well studied lymphoma in chicken called lymphoid 
leucosis (Pizer and Humpheries, 1989). 

 T h e  p r e s e n t  p a p e r  d e s c r i b e s  a 
histopathological survey of Marek’s disease and 
lymphoid leucosis in chicken tissue samples.
 
 A total of 767 tissue samples were received 
from different parts of India and Bangladesh 
during the period from July 2006 to June 2007 for 
histopathological examination. The tissue samples 
were processed by routine paraffin embedding and 
4 to 6 mm sections were stained with haematoxylin 
and eosin stain by employing standard procedures. 
Out of 767 tissue samples, 99 tissue samples 
(12.91%) were diagnosed as  Marek’s disease and 
15 samples (1.96%) as lymphoid leucosis on the 
basis of presence of homogenous lymphoid cell 
infiltration in lymphoid leucosis and pleomorphic 
lymphoid cell infiltration with MD cells and 
peripheral nerve showing neoplastic lymphoid cell 
infiltration in Marek’s disease.

 Out of 767 tissues, 73 tissues were from 
broiler chicken and 694 from layer chicken.  
From the above tissues, five tissues (6.85%) from 
broilers and 94 tissues (13.54%) from layers had 
lesions suggestive of Marek’s disease.  Marek’s 
disease involved the liver (34.34% - Fig. 1), spleen 
(26.26%), kidneys (12.12%), ovaries (7.07% - Fig. 
2), proventriculus (8.08%), lung (4.04%), sciatic 
nerve (3.03% - Fig. 3), intestine (2.02%), skin 
(1.01%) and mesentery (1.01%). The sciatic nerves 
revealed infiltration of proliferating lymphoblasts, 
large, medium and small lymphocytes suggesting 
type A lesion (OIE, 2004). Panneerselvam et al. 
(1990) reported lesions of Marek’s disease in the 
liver, spleen, kidney, proventriculus, ovary, nerve, 
heart and lungs of layers. In the present study, lesions 
suggestive of Marek’s disease has been recorded in 
the above mentioned organs except the heart and 
also in the intestine, mesentery and skin. 

 In the present survey, MD has been 
recorded from 6 to 50 weeks of age. Panneerselvam 
et al. (1990) reported that the percentage of 
mortality due to Marek’s disease  was higher in 
the younger age group ( 9-20 weeks)  than that of 
older birds (above 20 weeks) and peak mortality 
was encountered between 16-26 weeks of age. 
Panda et al. (1983) reported that higher mortality 
was due to Marek’s disease during 21-40 weeks 
of age and lower mortality rate in 9-20 weeks. The 
disease starts as a proliferation of lymphoid cells 
which is progressive in some cases and regressive 
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in others (OIE, 2004). Occurrence of MD in adult 
commercial type chickens might be due to de novo 
infection (Super infection) with highly virulent 
strains despite existing levels of vaccine immunity 
and age resistance (Witter, 2001) 
which is in agreement with the present findings 
where in all layer type chicken were vaccinated 
against Marek’s disease.
 Lesions suggestive of lymphoid leucosis 
was observed in 15 tissues (2.16%) of layer birds. 
The lymphoid leucosis involved liver (26.67% - Fig. 
4) and spleen (73.33%) tissues. However, lymphoid 
leucosis was not recorded in any of the tissues from 
broiler birds.  In the present study, lymphoid leucosis 
was mostly recorded in birds over 13 weeks of age 
and is in agreement with an earlier report (Darcell, 
1994).
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Fig.1. Marek’s disease – Liver- Pleomorphic lymphoid cell infiltration. H&E Scale bar 20 mm

Fig.2. Marek’s disease – Ovary - Pleomorphic lymphoid cell infiltration H&E Scale bar 20 mm
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Fig.3. Marek’s disease – Sciatic nerve - Pleomorphic lymphoid cell infiltration H&E Scale bar 20 
mm

Fig.4. Lymphoid leucosis – Liver- Multifocal uniform sized lymphoid cell infiltration  H&E Scale bar 
20 mm
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