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Carotid triangle 

This triangle is bounded by the sternocleidomastoid muscle posteriorly, 

posterior belly of digastric muscle anteriosuperiorly, & the superior belly of omohyoid 

muscle anterioinferiorly. 

Floor: is formed by hyoglossus & thyrohyoid muscles (anteriorly), middle & inferior 

constrictor muscles (posteriorly). 

 

Omohyoid muscle: this slender muscle arises from scapula, crossing the posterior 

triangle anterosuperiorly to join (inserted) into intermediate tendon deep to 

sternocleidomastoid muscle. Superior belly of omohyoid muscle, passing from hyoid 

bone lateral to sternohyoid muscle, to be inserted into intermediate tendon, which lies 

on internal jugular vein& under sternocleidomastoid muscle. 
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Contents : 

The carotid triangle contains a number of important structures which are arranged as 

follows: 

(A) Arteries: 

1.Common carotid artery and its two terminal branches, internal and external carotid 

arteries. In fact the name of this triangle is derived from the main arterial trunks of the 

neck, but the vessels are better exposed after retracting the sternoclidomastoid muscle. 

The common carotid artery arises on the right side from the brachiocephalic 

trunk  [first branch of arch of aorta] behind the sternoclavicular joint, and on the left 

side directly from the arch of aorta. Each common carotid extends upward and laterally 

from the sternoclavicular joint to the upper border of thyroid cartilage, where it divides 

into internal and external arteries. Bifurcation of the common carotid corresponds to 

the disc between the C3and С4. vertebrae. 
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Carotid sinus& carotid body: 

 The carotid sinus: is a slight dilatation at the upper part of CCA or at the base of 

the internal carotid artery, it is a pressure receptor (baroreceptors). 

Carotid body: small elevation located at the bifurcation of CCA, it responds to decreased 

oxygen & carbon dioxide levels in blood (chemoreceptors). Both are supplied by 

glossopharyngeal nerve. 

Both internal and external carotid arteries ascend side by side deep to the posterior 

belly of digastric and stylohyoid muscles. 

 

2. The following branches of external carotid artery are encountered in carotid 

triangle: 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Internal_carotid_artery
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(a) Superior thyroid artery passes downward and forward resting on the inferior 

constrictor, and disappears under cover of the infrahyoid muscles to reach the upper 

pole of the lateral lobe of thyroid gland. 

(b) Lingual artery passes forward and rests on the middle constrictor, where it is crossed 

superficially by the hypoglossal nerve. The artery then disappears deep to hyoglossus. 

(c) Facial artery proceeds upward and forward beneath the posterior belly of digastric 

and stylohyoid muscles, and appears in the digastric triangle resting on the middle and 

superior constrictors. 

(d) Occipital artery arises opposite to the origin of facial artery, passes backward and 

upward along and under cover of the lower border of the posterior belly of digastric . 

(e) Ascending pharyngeal artery is the branch of the external carotid and arises from its 

medial side. The artery ascends along the wall of the pharynx and reaches the base of 

the skull. 

3. Internal carotid artery: as it arises, it is located lateral to external carotid artery, 

then runs posteriorly, has no branches in the neck, passes within carotid sheath, it is 

covered by sternocleidomastoid muscle, & crossed by posterior belly of digastric& 

stylohyoid muscles. 

(B) Veins: 

1. Internal jugular vein is a wide vessel extending longitudinally from the base of skull 

to the root of the neck. The vein lies lateral to the internal and common carotid 

arteries, and is overlapped by the anterior border of the sternomastoid; therefore it is 

hidden from view. Close to the base of the skull the internal jugular vein lies behind the 
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internal carotid artery, and the last four cranial nerves (glossopharyngeal, vagus, 

accessory and hypoglossal) intervene between the vein and the artery. 

2.The following tributaries of internal jugular vein are present in the carotid triangle 

and accompany the course of corresponding arteries: superior thyroid, lingual, 

common facial, pharyngeal and sometimes occipital veins. 

 

Internal jugular vein joins the subclavian vein to form the brachiocephalic vein. Right 

and left Brachiocephalic veins join each other to form the superior venacava. 

(C) Nerves: 

1. A portion of the spinal part of accessory nerve: 

It crosses the upper angle of carotid triangle either superficial or deep to the 

internal jugular vein, and disappears beneath or through the sternomastoid. 
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2. Loop of hypoglossal nerve: It winds forward around the occipital artery and crosses 

superficial to the internal and external carotid, and the loop of first part of lingual 

artery. Here the nerve gives two branches from the convex side of the loop: 

a-Descendens hypoglossi branch from C1 (superior root) passes downward and joins the 

descendens cervicalicalis nerve, branch from C2 and 3 (inferior root) to form the ansa 

cervicalis. Branches from this loop supply the omohyoid, the sternohyoid, and the 

sternothyroid  muscles.  

b-Nerve to the thyrohyoid muscle (C1)  

3. Vagus nerve: It passes downward within the carotid sheath between the internal 

jugular vein laterally and the carotid system of arteries medially, and lies on a more 

posterior plane. In fact the vagus is not a content of carotid triangle because it is 

overlapped by the sternomastoid. 
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In the neck the vagus gives off the following branches : Pharyngeal [Pharyngeal 

plexus], superior laryngeal, superior and inferior cervical cardiac branches and right 

recurrent laryngeal nerve. [note: left recurrent laryngeal nerve arises from left vagus 

during its course within thoracic cavity].  
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The superior laryngeal nerve passes downward and forward deep to the internal 

and external carotid arteries, and appears in the carotid triangle where it divides into 

internal and external laryngeal nerves. 

The internal laryngeal nerve is a thick branch, essentially sensory, pierces the 

thyrohyoid membrane and supplies the upper part of laryngeal mucous membrane up 

to the level of vocal folds. The external laryngeal nerve is a slender motor branch which 

accompanies the superior thyroid artery. 

4. Cervical part of the sympathetic trunk, though not a content of carotid triangle, can 

be visualised after retracting the carotid sheath laterally. The trunk, with its superior, 

middle and inferior cervical ganglia, extends longitudinally behind the carotid sheath 

and in front of the prevertebral fascia and its underlying muscles. 
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The branches of the ganglia are somatic and visceral in their distribution. The 

superior ganglion gives branches to the first four spinal cervical nerves (i.e. to the 

cervical plexus), the middle ganglion to the next two (5 and 6) and the inferior ganglion 

to the last two (7 and 8) anterior rami . Each ganglion gives a cardiac branch.  

The superior ganglion gives branches to the internal carotid and external carotid 

arteries. The internal carotid nerve accompanies the internal carotid artery into the skull 

and forms the internal carotid plexus, from which fibers are distributed to all branches 

of the artery, the pterygopalatine ganglion and the eye. The plexus on the external 

carotid artery accompanies all branches of the vessel and in addition supplies 

sympathetic fibers to the pharyngeal plexus and the submandibular and otic ganglia. 
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The middle cervical ganglion gives branches to the inferior thyroid artery. The 

inferior cervical ganglion gives branches to the subclavian artery and a large branch to 

the vertebral artery, which forms the vertebral plexus.  

(D) A chain of deep cervical lymph nodes along the internal jugular vein. It includes the 

jugulo-digastric group below the posterior belly of digastric, and jugulo-omohyoid 

group above the superior belly of omohyoid. 

 


