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Abstract
Elastin breakdown in vascular aneurysms is mediated by cytokines such as tumor necrosis factor-α
(TNF-α), which induces vascular smooth muscle cell (SMC) activation and regulates their deposition
of matrix. We previously demonstrated exogenous supplement of TGF-β1 (1 ng/mL) and hyaluronan
oligomers (0.786 kDa; 0.2 µg/mL) cues to upregulate elastin matrix synthesis by healthy cultured
SMCs. Here, we determine if these cues likewise enhance elastin matrix synthesis and assembly by
TNF-α-stimulated SMCs, while restoring their healthy phenotype. Adult rat aortic SMCs were treated
with TNF-α alone or together with TGF-β1/ hyaluronan oligomeric cues, and the release of
inflammatory markers were monitored during over a 21 day culture. Biochemical analysis was used
to quantify cell proliferation, matrix protein synthesis and crosslinking efficiency, while
immunofluorescence and electron microscopy techniques were used to analyze the elastin matrix
quality. It was observed that SMC activation with TNF-α (10 ng/mL) induced matrix calcification
and promoted production of elastolytic MMPs-2, 9. However, these effects were attenuated by the
addition of TGF-β1 and HA oligomers cues to TNF-α-stimulated cultures, which also enhanced
tropoelastin and collagen production, improved elastin matrix yield and crosslinking, promoted
elastin fiber formation, and suppressed elastase activity, though release of the MMPs-2, 9 was not
impacted. Overall, the results suggest that TGF-β1 and HA oligomers are potentially useful to
suppress SMC activation and induce regenerative elastin repair within aneurysms.
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1. Introduction
Progression of aortic aneurysms (AA) is typically associated with matrix calcification, decrease
in vascular smooth muscle cell (SMC) content and chronic aortal matrix degradation, leading
to its gradual dilatation and rupture1. The pathogenesis of AAs is characterized by injury,
infiltration of extracellular inflammatory cells (e.g., monocytes, lymphocytes, plasma cells),
and their secretion of matrix metalloproteinases (MMPs) and inflammatory cytokines (e.g.,
TNF-α, IL-1β), which in turn can induce changes in SMC phenotype and vascular matrix
remodeling2. Since elastin is a major component of the ECM in vascular connective tissues,
the released MMPs degrade crosslinked fibers of elastin (and collagen) to generate soluble
peptides3. These peptide fragments can activate elastin-laminin receptors present on the surface
of vascular cells4 to trigger further production of elastases, increase Ca2+ influx into cells,
switch of SMCs from contractile to synthetic phenotype, and enhance their proliferation and
disorganized deposition of matrix5. This cascade of events is typically associated with elastin
breakdown6, concomitant loss of vessel elasticity7, and ultimately leads to vascular
calcification and aneurysm progression.

Among the various cytokines secreted by macrophages within calcified aneurysmal lesions,
tumor necrosis factor (TNF-α) has been found to be particularly dominant8. TNF-α critically
mediates inflammation and can incite SMC proliferation and MMP release9. Under
inflammatory conditions, TNF-α appears to down-regulate elastin gene expression by
SMCs10, while MMPs and macrophage-derived elastases have been shown to degrade existing
elastin11. These events can together contribute to interruption of intact elastin-SMC signaling
pathways. TNF-α has been shown to affect the synthesis and sulfation of glycosaminoglycans
(GAGs) and collagen12 in SMC cultures. Despite this clinical relevance and significance, the
chronic-stimulatory effects of TNF-α on SMCs and their resultant effects on the quality and
quantity of basal elastin matrix repair and regeneration by SMCs are unclear.

Presently, pharmacological agents are sought to stabilize surviving elastin within aneurysmal
vessels by either inhibiting elastin-degrading MMPs-2 and 913, or chemically stabilizing elastin
structures14. However, since mature elastic fibers rarely undergo active remodeling in adults,
loss of elastin is not compensated by synthesis of new elastin. Thus, though AAs may be
potentially stabilized against further growth, they cannot be regressed to restore native
ultrastructure. To enable such regeneration of elastin structures in diseased adult vessels in
vivo and within tissue-engineered constructs, we have identified and optimized a combination
of elastogenic biomolecular cues based on hyaluronan (HA) fragments and growth factors
(TGF-β1, IGF-1)15,16. While HA is hypothesized to mediate elastogenesis via intimate binding
with elastin-associated proteins to form macromolecules vital to elastic fiber assembly17, TGF-
β1 appears to mildly upregulate elastin synthesis by adult SMCs18. We recently showed that
HA oligomers (MW∼756–1220 Da; 0.2 µg/mL) and TGF-β1 (1 ng/mL), henceforth referred
to as elastogenic cues, attenuated proliferation of adult vascular SMCs and enhanced elastin
production, matrix yield, maturation, and stability15. We hypothesize that delivery of TGF-
β1 and HA oligomers will likewise coax elastin matrix regeneration and minimize
inflammation within aneurysms.

Despite their benefits to elastin production by adult vascular SMCs, it is unknown if the cues
will suppress pro-calcific and elastolytic activities of chronically-stimulated cells within
aneurysms, such as those incited by TNF-α, and simultaneously enhance their synthesis and
assembly of elastin matrix. To test this, we investigated efficacy of elastogenic cues, in TNF-
α-stimulated rat aortic SMC cultures. Since parameters influencing AAs in vivo (e.g., source
of injury stimulus, heterogeneity in ECM composition, proximity to site of aneurysmal rupture)
can render establishing the efficacy of these cues difficult, a simple, yet established12, 19,
culture model of TNF-α stimulated cells may be more useful. Our study outcomes can
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potentially lead to new aneurysm treatments based on both regeneration and stabilization of
elastin matrices, and which may be employed as a stand-alone option or in consort with existing
surgical/ pharmacological approaches.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1 Cell Isolation and Culture

Aortae from adult healthy Sprague-Dawley rats (n = 3) were excised from the arch to the celial
axis, the intimal layers were scraped off, and the medial layers were dissected from the
underlying adventitial layers and chopped into small slices. The tissue slices were then
degraded in DMEM-F12 containing 125 U/mg collagenase and 3 U/mg elastase (30 min, 37 °
C), centrifuged (400 g, 5 min), washed and cultured in DMEM-F12 containing 10% v/v FBS
for 7 days. Primary rat aortic SMCs (RASMCs) outgrowing from these tissue explants were
further propagated. The animal surgeries were performed in accordance with the Guide for the
care and use of laboratory animals published by the US National Institutes of Health (NIH
Publication No. 85-23, 1996). For matrix synthesis experiments, SMCs from passages 3–5
were seeded onto 6-well tissue culture plates (A = 10 cm2 ) at a seeding density of 4 × 104

cells/ well and cultured in 5 mL of DMEM-F12 with 10% FBS and 1% Penstrep. HA oligomers
used in this study contained 75 ± 15% w/w of HA 4-mers, with 6-mers and 8-mers forming
the balance, and were prepared using protocols we have previously described20.

Experimental cultures either received: controls with no-additives, TNF-α alone, or TGF-β and
HA oligomeric cues with or without TNF-α. TNF-α (Sigma Aldrich, MO) was supplemented
at 10 ng/mL, HA oligomers at 0.2 µg/mL, and TGF-β1 (Peprotech Inc., NJ) at 1 ng/mL. TNF-
α concentration was chosen based on previous reports which suggest its pro-inflammatory
effects at doses as low as 10ng/mL21, 22, while the concentrations of TGF-β1 and HA oligomers
were based on doses that we previously demonstrated to elastogenically stimulate healthy
RASMCs15. Fresh medium was added to cultures twice weekly, and the spent medium aliquots
collected from each well at different time points, pooled and stored at −20 °C. These aliquots
and the corresponding harvested cell layers were biochemically analyzed at 21 days of culture.

2.2 DNA Assay for Cell Proliferation
The DNA content of cell layers was quantified at 1 and 21 days of culture to assess proliferation
of SMCs and to normalize matrix amounts to cell count. Briefly, cells were detached with
0.25% v/v trypsin-EDTA (Invitrogen), homogenized, pelleted by centrifugation, re-suspended
in NaCl/Pi buffer, sonicated, and assayed using a fluorometric assay23. The cell density was
calculated on the basis of an estimated 6 pg DNA/cell23.

2.3 Hydroxy-proline Assay for Collagen
A hydroxy-proline assay was used to estimate the collagen content within test and control cell
layers, and in the medium fraction. As described earlier24, the homogenized cell layers were
pelleted by centrifugation (10000 g, 10 min), and digested with 1 mL of 0.1 N NaOH (1 h, 98
°C). The digestate was centrifuged to isolate insoluble, crosslinked elastin. The supernatant
containing solubilized collagen and uncrosslinked matrix elastin was neutralized with an equal
volume of 12 N HCl. One half-volume was hydrolyzed at 110 °C for 16 h, dried overnight and
20 µL aliquots of the reconstituted residue assayed for hydroxy-proline content. The
supernatant and matrix collagen amounts were then calculated on the basis of the 13.2%
hydroxy-proline content of collagen, and normalized to DNA content of corresponding cell
layers.
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2.4 Fastin Assay for Elastin)
Matrix elastin (alkali-soluble and insoluble fractions) and soluble tropoelastin (in pooled spent
medium) amounts were quantified using a Fastin assay (Accurate Scientific Corp, NY)24. Since
the Fastin assay quantifies only soluble α-elastin, the insoluble elastin was first reduced to a
soluble form by digesting with 0.25 N oxalic acid (1 h, 95 °C), and the pooled digestate was
filtered in microcentrifuge tubes fitted with low molecular weight cut-off membranes (10 kDa).
The insufficiently crosslinked, soluble elastin fraction retained in the oxalic acid-free fraction
and in the water-reconstituted hydrolysate (from collagen assay) were also quantified using
the Fastin assay. The pooled spent medium aliquots were lyophilized and subjected to the Fastin
assay. Elastin amounts were normalized to corresponding DNA amounts.

2.5 Assay for Desmosine Crosslinks
Desmosine crosslink densities within elastin matrices were quantified using an ELISA kit24.
At 21-days, cell layers were digested with collagenase (12 h, 37 °C) and elastase (12 h, 37 °
C), the digestates were acid-hydrolyzed (6 N HCl, 110 °C, 16 h), the desmosine contents in
the reconstituted residues were determined by ELISA and compared to corresponding trends
in insoluble matrix elastin.

2.6 Lysyl Oxidase (LOX) Enzyme Activity
At 21 day of culture, the spent culture medium was assayed for LOX activity. H2O2 released
during LOX-induced deamination was detected using an Amplex® red fluorometric assay
(Molecular Probes, USA). The fluorescence intensities were recorded with excitation and
emission wavelengths at 560 and 590 nm, respectively.

2.7 Western Blot Analysis for Tropoelastin and LOX Protein Synthesis
Western blot analysis was performed to semi-quantitatively confirm observed biochemical
trends in tropoelastin synthesis and to compare LOX protein synthesis between cases. As
previously detailed24, pooled spent medium from cultures were lyophilized, assayed for protein
content using a DC protein assay kit (Bio-Rad, CA), to optimize sample volumes for SDS
PAGE/ western blot. Protein bands were detected with primary rabbit anti-rat polyclonal
antibodies to elastin (Elastin Products Company, MO) and the 31 kDa active LOX protein
(Santa Cruz Biotechnology, CA), and visualized in a Chemi-Imager IS 4400 system (Alpha
Innotech, CA).

2.8 Immunoflourescence Detection of Elastin
Immunofluorescence techniques were used to confirm the presence of elastin within the
cultured cell layers. RASMCs were cultured in 4-well sterile chamber slides under identical
conditions at an initial seeding density of 5 × 103 cells/well. At 21 days of culture, the cell
layers were fixed with 4% v/v paraformaldehyde for 10 min, and labeled with Alexa-488
Phalloidin (Molecular Probes; 1:20 dilution; 20 min, 25 °C), a marker for SMC F-actin. Elastin
was detected with polyclonal antibody (Elastin Products Company, MO) and visualized with
a Rhodamine-conjugated donkey anti-rabbit IgG secondary antibody (Chemicon). Cell nuclei
were visualized with the nuclear stain 4′, 6-diamino-2--phenylindole dihydrochloride (DAPI)
contained in the mounting medium (Vectashield, Vector Labs, CA).

2.9 Cytokine Array
The type and amount of cytokines produced by RASMCs in response to exogenous TNF-α
alone and in presence of elastogenic cues were compared using an ELISA-based cytokine
array. RASMCs were cultured to semi-confluence and then subjected to exogenous TNF-α
(10 ng/mL) for 48 h, in the presence or absence of HA oligomers (0.2 µg/mL) and TGF-β (1
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ng/mL). The release of different cytokines and chemokines from cultured SMCs into the media
were detected by a ChemiArray™ rat cytokine array I (Millipore), consisting of the
corresponding antibodies spotted in duplicate onto a membrane. The membranes were
processed in accordance with the manufacturer’s protocol and imaged under
chemiluminescence to quantify relative spot intensities. Intensities due to each cytokine were
normalized according to the positive signal of each membrane, and the results were averaged
from the outcomes of three replicate runs.

2.10 Gel Zymography
MMPs-2, 9 were detected in the culture medium by gelatin zymography methods25. Briefly,
aliquots of culture medium pooled from each of the replicate test and control cell layers, over
21 days of culture, were assayed for protein content using a bicinchoninic acid (BCA)-
containing protein assay (Sigma-Aldrich, St. Louis, MO), and all lanes were loaded in triplicate
with 15 µg of protein from each extract alongside with pre-stained molecular weight standards
(Bio-Rad, CA). After development and staining, densities of MMP-2 and 9 bands were
measured using Gel Pro software (Media Cybernetics, MD), and reported as relative density
units (RDU).

2.11 Elastase Assay
Elastase activity in the cell cultures was assayed using an EnzChek® Elastase Assay kit
(Molecular Probes). Briefly, 50 µL of spent culture medium at 21 days of culture was mixed
with 50 µL of diluted bovine neck ligament elastin, incubated for 30 min at 37 °C, and the
fluorescence intensity measured at 485 nm excitation and 510 nm emission wavelengths. One
unit of elastase was defined as the amount of porcine pancreatic elastase required to solubilize
1 mg of elastin at pH 8.8 and 37 °C.

2.12 Von Kossa Staining for Calcific Deposits
After 21 days of culture, cell cultures were incubated with 1% w/v AgNO3 and irradiated with
UV (20 min). After several changes of distilled water, unreacted silver was removed with 5%
w/v sodium thiosulfate for 5 min, and the cell layers were rinsed and counterstained with
hematoxylin. The presence of black stain confirmed the presence of calcium phosphate
deposits.

2.13 Matrix Ultrastructure
Transmission electron microscopy (TEM) was used to observe the ultrastructure of matrix
elastin. Cell layers were fixed with 2.5% w/v glutaraldehyde, post-fixed in 1% w/v osmium
tetroxide (1 h), dehydrated in a graded ethanol series, embedded in Epon 812 resin, sectioned,
mounted on copper grids, stained with uranyl acetate and lead citrate, and then visualized on
a Hitachi H7600T TEM.

2.14 Statistical Analysis
Data were measured in triplicate from experiments that were also performed with (n=3 samples/
case), and statistically analyzed using Student’s t-test, assuming unequal variance. Significant
differences between test and non-additive control cultures was deemed for p < 0.05.

3 Results
3.1 TNF-α Stimulation of SMCs

Figure 1A shows how 10 ng/mL TNF-α prompted release of inflammatory cytokines (TNF-
α), interleukins (IL-1, 4, 6, 10) and chemokines (FNK, LIX, MCP-1, MIP-3α), and of tissue
inhibitor of MMPs (TIMP-1) by RASMCs, relative to non-stimulated control RASMCs (p <
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0.05 in all the cases). Von kossa staining also indicated a significantly greater number of calcific
deposits within TNF-α treated cell layers (Figure 1B) compared to controls. Gel zymography
showed that production of elastolytic MMPs-9, 2 were enhanced by 43 ± 14% and 51 ± 17%
respectively in TNF-α-supplemented cultures and control cultures (Figure 1C; p < 0.001).
These results suggest that TNF-α (10 ng/mL) chronically-activates cultured SMCs. Also, as
shown in Figure 1D, TNF-α supplements enhanced elastase production within non-additive
control cultures by 39 ± 4 % (p < 0.01).

3.2. Effect of TNF-α and Elastogenic Cues on SMC Proliferation, Matrix Synthesis
Control cultures proliferated 14.9 ± 2.1 –fold over 21 days. TNF-α supplementation had no
effect on basal RASMC proliferation rate (0.94 ± 0.22–fold increase vs. controls; p = 0.58). In
the presence of the cues, TNF-α significantly suppressed cell proliferation relative to controls
(0.74 ± 0.23–fold; p = 0.03), although this decrease was less relative to cultures that received
the cues alone (0.54 ± 0.1–fold increase vs. controls, p < 0.001).

Over 21 days of culture, control cultures generated 35774 ± 4662 ng and 18931 ± 1966 ng of
collagen and tropoelastin precursors, respectively, per nanogram of DNA. TNF-α had no effect
on collagen (0.97 ± 0.07-fold) and tropoelastin synthesis (1.06 ± 0.08-fold), relative to control
cultures. Collagen synthesis was however increased by 1.16 ± 0.1 –fold and 1.84 ± 0.1 -fold
relative to controls, when cues were supplemented in the presence and absence of TNF-α,
respectively (p = 0.04 and p = 0.005 respectively vs. controls). Addition of cues also enhanced
tropoelastin synthesis by 2.01 ± 0.19–fold (p < 0.001 vs. controls; Figure 2A) when no TNF-
α was added, and by 2.06 ± 0.12–fold, when TNF-α was also supplemented (p < 0.001 vs.
controls).

Elastin deposited within cell layers was measured as the sum of a highly-crosslinked alkali-
insoluble fraction, and an alkali-soluble fraction. Figure 2B shows the relative proportions of
these elastin fractions in each of the tested cases. Synthesis of soluble and insoluble matrix
elastin increased by 20 ± 3.5-fold and 3.23 ± 0.2-fold in TNF-α–treated cultures, relative to
their production levels in controls (1026 ± 269 ng/ng and 1186 ± 546 ng/ng respectively, p <
0.001 vs. controls). The elastogenic cues enhanced production of soluble and insoluble matrix
elastin by 12.3 ± 4.6 and 5.9 ± 1.9–fold, respectively, vs. controls (p < 0.001). The addition of
cues to the TNF-α-stimulated cultures furthered these increases to 27.3 ± 1.7 and 4.9 ± 1.1–
fold vs. controls, respectively (Figure 2B; p < 0.001 in both cases). Overall, relative to controls,
total matrix elastin (sum of both elastin fractions) synthesis increased by 11 ± 1.8, 8.8 ± 3.1
and 15.3 ± 1.4–fold, respectively, on addition of TNF-α alone, cues alone or the cues together
with TNF-α.

Figure 2C shows the elastin matrix yields [matrix yield=matrix elastin/ (tropoelastin + matrix
elastin)]. While only 10.5 ± 3.9% of total elastin produced in non-additive control cultures was
deposited as a matrix, this yield was increased to 54 ± 9% by addition of TNF-α alone, 34 ±
12% with the addition of cues alone, and 46.5 ± 4.3% upon supplementation of both cues and
TNF-α.

3.3 Effects of TNF-α and Cues on Elastin Matrix Crosslinking
As shown in Figure 3A, relative to control cell layers (12.8 ± 1.7 pg desmosine/ng DNA), cells
cultured with TNF-α alone did not show any significant increase in desmosine synthesis (1.06
± 0.17-fold; p = 0.31 vs. controls), while cues significantly enhanced desmosine synthesis by
1.91 ± 0.42–fold and 1.42 ± 0.3–fold respectively in the absence and presence of TNF-α (p <
0.01 and p < 0.02 vs. controls).
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Western blot analysis for tropoelastin protein expression (Figure 3B) showed trends similar to
that observed from biochemical analysis. TNF-α alone had no effect on tropoelastin protein
amounts (1.16 ± 0.16–fold vs. controls), while cues alone and in the presence of TNF-α
promoted tropoelastin protein expression by 1.51 ± 0.16 and 1.48 ± 0.17–fold, respectively.
Western blot analysis showed LOX protein expression to be enhanced in cultures supplemented
with TNF-α or cues alone by 1.27 ± 0.05 and 1.31 ± 0.03–fold, versus controls (p < 0.005;
Figure 3B) and less so in cultures that received both the cues and TNF-α (1.17 ± 0.09–fold
increase vs. controls; p = 0.03). There were no statistically significant differences in LOX
expression between cultures that received TNF-α alone, cues, alone, or both together. Also,
there were no significant differences in LOX activities between control cultures and those
supplemented with TNF-α either alone or together with cues.

3.4. Cues Repress TNF-α–Induced Activation of RASMCs
Gel zymography analysis revealed that MMP-9 production was increased by addition of
cues, alone and together with TNF-α (1.78 ± 0.05 and 1.73 ± 0.05–fold vs. controls,
respectively; p < 0.05 vs. controls). However, these increases were not significantly different
from that measured in cultures supplemented with TNF-α alone (Figure 1C; p > 0.05 vs.
controls). Again, though MMP-2 production levels, both in the presence of cues alone and
together with TNF-α were significantly higher than that in controls (Figure 3C; p < 0.05 vs.
controls), they were not significantly higher than in cultures treated with TNF-α alone (Figure
1C; p > 0.05 vs. TNF-α alone in both cases). However, elastase activity in the presence of
cues alone (0.24 ± 0.01 U/mL) was comparable to that in control cultures (0.23 ± 0.02 U/mL),
while the addition of both cues and TNF-α resulted in elastase activity around 0.28 ± 0.01 U/
mL, significantly lower than that in TNF-α alone additive cultures (p < 0.01 for TNF-α +
cues vs. TNF-α alone).

The release of inflammatory cytokines and interleukins by TNF-α-stimulated RASMCs
significantly decreased when cues were added (Figure 1A). It was observed that on average,
addition of the cues to TNF-α-stimulated cultures contributed to ∼ 28–46% decrease in the
production of interleukins (IL-1, 4, 6, 10), chemokines (FNK, LIX, MCP-1, MIP-3a; 12–40%),
and cytokines (TNF-α; 19–53%) and TIMP-1 relative to those conditioned with TNF-α alone
(p < 0.05).

Von Kossa staining showed that cultures supplemented with TGF-β (1 ng/mL; Figure 4A)
alone contained large black calcific deposits, while further addition of HA oligomers in the
absence (Figure 4B) and presence (Figure 4C) of TNF-α completely inhibited calcific deposits.

3.5 Structural Analysis of Matrix Elastin
Immunofluorescence imaging showed that elastin (red) was more abundant in cultures that
received TGF-β and HA oligomeric cues alone (Figure 5C) or together with TNF-α (Figure
5D), than in controls (Figure 5A) or TNF-α-only cultures (Figure 5B). However, elastin-
containing cultures that were not treated with the anti-elastin primary antibody did not exhibit
any florescence confirming lack of non-specific binding of the fluorophore.

Transmission electron micrographs showed deposition of discrete amorphous elastin clumps,
and sparse elastin fibers in both control cultures (Figure 6A), and TNF-α-alone stimulated
cultures (Figure 6B). When both TGF-β1 and HA oligomers were provided to control cultures
(Figure 6C), mature elastin fiber formation was favored, with the matrix containing numerous
fully-formed bundles of fibers (100–200 nm diameter), which were not observed in control
and TNF-α-only cultures. Fibrillin (immunogold particle-stained, indicated by arrows in Figure
6), which appeared in transverse sections as darkly stained nodules, were located at the
periphery of aggregating elastin fiber bundles, signifying normal elastic fiber assembly. The
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elastogenic cues also promoted fiber formation within TNF-α stimulated cultures (Figure 6D),
with less amorphous elastin and more fibrilliar elastin observed when compared to TNF-α-
only cultures.

4.Discussion
Literature attests to the contribution of inflammatory mechanisms in cardiovascular disease
pathogenesis. Pro-inflammatory cytokines such as TNF-α, IL-1, IL-β1, and IL-6, produced by
a variety of cells mediate many biological signaling mechanisms, and facilitate primary host
responses and tissue repair26. TNF-α and interleukins have been identified within
atherosclerotic and aneurysmal vessel segments27, and appear to enhance elastolytic activity
and accumulation of elastin peptides within these tissues, which induce neointima
formation28. The importance of TNF-α to initiating aneurysms thus justifies study of TNF-α-
stimulated vascular SMC cultures, to investigate activated cell responses and to assess the
efficacy of drugs aimed at suppressing these responses. Although pharmacological approaches
to attenuate MMP production and activity, and chemical approaches to stabilize elastin against
breakdown appear to proffer some promise in halting aneurysm progression, their regression
via active regeneration of elastin matrices within has not been possible to date. This is due to
poor elastin regeneration by adult vascular cells. In this context, previously, we showed TGF-
β1 and HA oligomeric cues to synergistically enhance elastin matrix synthesis and fiber
formation by adult vascular SMCs15,20. Currently, we seek to gauge similar utility of these
cues for elastogenically-stimulating chronically-activated SMCs, which mimic cells in an
aneurysmal environment, while restoring them to a normal phenotype.

In contrast to some prior studies where significant apoptotic cell death was observed upon their
exposure to TNF-α29, we observed active cell proliferation. In this context, Wang et al.30

showed that only some sub-populations of vascular SMCs apoptose in response to TNF-α; it
is possible that our SMCs represent such non-apoptosing sub-types. Regardless, TNF-a-
induced activation of SMC layers was confirmed by (a) increased cellular release of MMPs-2,
9 and other elastases relative to non-additive controls, (b) enhanced endogenous production of
interleukins and other cytokines, including TNF-α, and (c) enhanced in vitro calcification of
cell layers relative to controls, possibly via TNF-α-mediated increases in intracellular cAMP
and osteoblastic differentiation31.

Further, we noted that collagen and tropoelastin production in TNF-α-added cultures was not
different from control cultures. Some prior studies have also shown TNF-α to suppress collagen
gene expression and protein synthesis by fibroblasts32, fat- storing cells33, vascular SMCs and
endothelial cells12. One study12 showed that 10 ng/mL TNF-α, identical to that used here,
suppressed collagen production by 20% relative to control cultures, only when cell cultures
were confluent. However, 10 ng/mL TNF-α did not have any impact on collagen production
within sub-confluent SMC cultures12, which agrees with our present findings since our cultures
were only ∼70% confluent at 3 weeks. Besides, our culture system closely mimics chronic,
long-term TNF-α–induced signaling in aneurysms than a 24-h study, as was done
previously12. We also note in our study that TNF-α induces multi-fold increases in total matrix
elastin synthesis relative to controls, which we hypothesize to be an indirect outcome of TNF-
α–induced increase in LOX production (Figure 3B), an enzyme critical for normal biosynthesis
and assembly of elastin matrix. Supporting this hypothesis, we have seen that exogenous LOX
stimulates elastin matrix synthesis relative to controls (unpublished work), in a manner similar
to that observed in this study. Moreover, our analysis shows that tropoelastin was not more
efficiently crosslinked by desmosine, as the crosslink density (i.e., desmosine content/
insoluble elastin matrix ratio) remained unaffected relative to controls. Collectively, these
results suggest that TNF-α induces cytokine and LOX release by SMCs that may in turn
modulate cellular matrix synthesis.
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In agreement with our published observations 15 when elastogenic cues alone were provided
to healthy adult SMCs, here too we observed that both in the absence and in the presence of
TNF-α, collagen and tropoelastin production were increased, possibly a downstream
intracellular signaling outcome34 of interactions of TGF-β1 and HA oligomers with their
respective cell-surface receptors35. The enhanced elastin matrix yield in the presence of
cues, regardless of the presence of TNF-α also, may be due to the significant increases, in both
cases, in production of the elastin crosslinking enzyme LOX, relative to controls. The addition
of cues also improved elastin fiber assembly over controls, probably by physical coacervation
of tropoelastin precursors by HA oligomers to result in more efficient crosslinking by
LOX36. Our finding that the cues do not enhance basal elastase activity of the SMCs or their
release of MMPs, and that they suppress calcification of cell layers as induced by TGF-β1
alone, strengthen our claims to the elastogenic utility of TGF-β1 and HA oligomeric cues within
aneurysms.

Relative to cultures which received TNF-α alone, production of cytokines/ chemokines/
interleukins was significantly attenuated, and TIMP-1 production suppressed within cultures
that received both TNF-α and elastogenic cues. Surprisingly, TIMP-1 production decreased in
cultures that received both TNF-α and elastogenic cues by 40 ± 6%, relative to that in controls.
We hypothesize that such attenuation may be due to the contradictory downstream effects of
simultaneous cellular interactions with TNF-α and TGF-β37. Regardless, the overall
observations of suppressed cytokine/chemokine release in presence of both TNF-α and the
elastogenic cues is highly significant to treatment of aneurysms. A very important determinant
of vascular patency following injury/ disease initiation in vivo is the interaction between
recruited leukocytes and ECs. Enhanced production and release of chemokines (e.g., IL-8) and
acute inflammatory cytokines (e.g., TNF-α, IL-1) by cells in aneurysmal segments can locally
attract T-cells to incite acute inflammation, while chemokines such as MCP-1, MIP-3α can
summon chronic inflammatory cell types (e.g., monocytes, macrophages) to effect matrix
degradation and remodeling38. Thus, under inflammatory conditions, an attenuated release of
leukocyte-recruiting cytokines/ chemokines by elastogenic cues in the presence of TNF-α, is
likely to provide a more stable matrix micro-environment.

Vascular calcification is a complex process that frequently involves differentiation of SMCs
to an osteoblastic phenotype, which can be induced by both TNF-α and TGF-β25,31. In
agreement with this, we observed calcific deposits in SMC cultures exposed to either of these
factors alone. While TNF-α induces matrix calcification via increases in intracellular
cAMP31, TGF-β appears to enhance bone protein production via increased expression of the
elastin-laminin receptor (ELR)25, and by upregulating cGMP39. Here, we found elastogenic
cues alone to inhibit calcification in adult SMC cultures. In a previous study20, we showed that
HA oligomers suppress ELR activity, which might explain the absence of calcific deposits
even when TGF-βl is supplemented. Another finding was that these elastogenic cues also
attenuate TNF-α-induced calcification. Though the mechanisms underlying the anti-calcific
effects of HA and TGF-βl on TNF-α–activated SMCs is beyond the scope of this study, we
believe that our results attest to involvement of these factors via two different mechanisms of
calcification that exhibit some downstream opposition to result in a net decrease in matrix
calcification.

Upregulated collagen matrix production by elastogenic cues was attenuated down to control
levels on addition of TNF-α. This might be due to our observed decrease in LOX production
in the latter cultures, relative to cultures that received TNF-α or cues alone. On the other hand,
tropoelastin and matrix elastin production continued to be enhanced by elastogenic cues, more
so in the presence of TNF-α than its absence, indicating synergy in elastin synthesis signaling
pathways. Though matrix elastin production was enhanced by TNF-α, both alone and together
with cues, dramatic differences in the quality was observed. While elastin was deposited as
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amorphous, non-fibrillar clumps in TNF-α-only cultures, TNF-α and cues together promoted
mature elastin fiber formation with fibrillar microfibrils bordering their periphery. We believe
that the observed increase in elastic fiber quality in the latter case (Figure 6D) might be due to
the presence of HA oligomers, which may physically coacervate amorphous elastin protein to
facilitate fiber formation and crosslinking36.

5.Conclusions
We have shown that TNF-α activates cultured vascular SMCs in a manner that broadly
simulates events within inflammatory vascular aneurysms in vivo. Though this in vitro
activated cell culture model does not represent the complexity of the in vivo aneurysmal matrix
microenvironment, it nevertheless provides evidence as to the efficacy of elastogenic cues in
(a) upregulating elastin matrix production by activated vascular SMCs, (b) organizing elastin
protein into fibers, and (c) simultaneously stabilizing this matrix by attenuating production of
elastolytic enzymes. These results could form a basis for future elastin regenerative therapies
for regression/ repair of vascular aneurysms.
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Figure 1.
(A) Cytokine array analysis of inflammatory factors released by supplement-free RASMC
cultures, and cultures treated with TNF-α in the absence or presence of elastogenic cues. (B)
Von kossa staining of RASMC cultures stimulated with TNF-α shows several calcific deposits,
while control cultures show none. (C) Production of elastolytic MMPs-2 and 9 by RASMC
cultures is enhanced by exposure to TNF-α. (D) Elastase enzyme activity is enhanced in TNF-
a-stimulated cultures relative to non-additive control cultures. In panels 1C and 1 D, (*)
represents significant differences from controls, deemed for p<0.05.
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Figure 2.
(A) Effects of cues alone or together with TNF-α on tropoelastin synthesis by adult RASMCs.
Data shown (mean ± SD) are normalized to cellular DNA content at 21 days of culture and
represented as fold change in protein production relative to non-additive control cultures (n =
3/case). (B) Relative amounts of alkali-soluble and crosslinked matrix elastin produced by
RASMCs in all the cases. (C) Matrix elastin yields (i.e., ratio of matrix elastin to total elastin)
were significantly higher in cultures that received TNF-α alone, cues alone or together with
TNF-α. P < 0.05 represents significant differences from controls (*).
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Figure 3.
(A) Desmosine amounts measured in test cell layers were normalized to corresponding DNA
amounts (ng/ng), and further a similar ratio obtained for the non-additive controls. Comparable
trends were observed for the desmosine/DNA density and respective insoluble matrix elastin/
DNA for selected cases. (B) SDS-PAGE/ Western blot analysis of tropoelastin and LOX
proteins within the pooled medium cultures at the end of 21 days. Data shown represent mean
± SD of 3 repeats/ case and are shown normalized to controls. (C) Gel zymography analysis
revealed the presence of MMPs-2 and 9 within cultures containing cues alone or together with
TNF-α. Representative zymogram bands are also shown for comparison between the controls
and test cases. It can be seen that the amount of MMPs-2, 9 in cultures receiving both the cues
and TNF-α were not significantly different from those in TNF-α alone stimulated cultures. P
< 0.05 represents significant differences in values relative to non-additive controls (*).
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Figure 4.
Von kossa staining images of cell layers treated with TGF-β alone, cues alone and cues together
with TNF-α. Significant calcific deposits were evident in cultures treated with TGF-β alone,
while cultures which received cues alone or together with TNF-α did not contain any calcific
deposits.
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Figure 5.
Immunodetection of elastin protein within control and test cell layers after 21 days of culture.
An increase in matrix elastin protein (red) is evident in cultures which received cues alone
(panel C) or together with TNF-α (panels D), while cultures which received no-additives (panel
A) or TNF-α alone (panel B) showed relatively less fluorescence intensity. Scale bar: 150 µm.
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Figure 6.
Representative TEM images of 21-day old RASMC cell layers cultured additive-free (panel
A), with TNF-α alone (panel B), cues alone (panel C) or together with TNF-α (panel D).
Aggregating amorphous elastin clumps leading to the formation of elastin fibers can be clearly
seen in TNF-α –activated cultures treated with cues, while cultures which received no-additives
or TNF-α alone showed amorphous elastin deposits with sparse fiber formation. However, in
the presence of cues alone, fibrillin-mediated elastin fiber formation is clearly evident (see
arrows indicating dark round spots in panel C).
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