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Abstract
Oxidative stress can induce cytotoxicity in neurons, which plays an important role in the etiology of
neuronal damage and degeneration. The present study seeks to determine the cellular and biochemical
mechanisms underlying resveratrol’s protective effect against oxidative neuronal death. The cultured
HT22 cells, an immortalized mouse hippocampal neuronal cell line, were used as an in vitro model,
and the oxidative stress and neurotoxicity in these neuronal cells were induced by exposure to high
concentrations of glutamate. Resveratrol strongly protected HT22 cells from glutamate-induced
oxidative cell death. Resveratrol’s neuroprotective effect was independent of its direct radical-
scavenging property, but instead was dependent on its ability to selectively induce the expression of
mitochondrial superoxide dismutase (SOD2), and subsequently, reduce mitochondrial oxidative
stress and damage. The induction of the mitochondrial SOD2 by resveratrol was mediated through
the activation of the PI3K/Akt and GSK-3β/β-catenin signaling pathways. Taken together, the results
of this study show that up-regulation of the mitochondrial SOD2 by resveratrol represents an
important mechanism for its protection of neuronal cells against oxidative cytotoxicity resulting form
mitochondrial oxidative stress.
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INTRODUCTION
Glutamate is an endogenous excitatory neurotransmitter, and it is estimated that this
neurotransmitter is used by as many as one-third of the synapses in the central nervous system
[1]. At high concentrations, glutamate is neurotoxic, and glutamate-induced neuronal death
contributes to the development of neurodegenerative diseases [1,2]. Two common pathways
of glutamate neurotoxicity have been described. One is the excitotoxic pathway that is mediated
by ionotropic glutamate receptors [3,4]. The mechanism of excitotoxicity has been extensively
characterized, and it is believed that transient Ca2+ fluxes lead to alterations in calcium
homeostasis, increases in the levels of reactive oxygen species (ROS), and ultimately cell death.
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The second distinct pathway in glutamate toxicity does not involve glutamate receptors, but
rather involves a glutamate/cystine antiporter, which is required for the delivery of cystine into
neuronal cells [5]. Inhibition of cystine uptake by high concentrations of extracellular
glutamate leads to imbalance in cellular cysteine homeostasis, reduction in cellular glutathione
levels, and accumulation of ROS. Glutamate-induced oxidative toxicity has been described in
neuronal cell lines [5-9], primary neuronal cultures [10], and oligodendrocytes [11]. This
oxidative neuronal death pathway is thought to contribute importantly to neuronal injury and
degeneration in many brain disorders [1].

HT22 cells, an immortalized mouse hippocampal cell line, have been widely used as an in
vitro model for elucidating the mechanism of oxidative stress-induced neurotoxicity [5,12,
13]. HT22 cells lack functional ionotropic glutamate receptor [8], thus excluding excitotoxicity
as a cause for glutamate-triggered cell death. HT22 cells are similar to undifferentiated neuronal
stem cells, and express neuron-specific enolase and neurofilament proteins [14]. Because these
cells divide rapidly in culture and lack ionotropic glutamate receptors, they do not exhibit the
morphology of neurons. A number of studies have shown that glutamate at high concentrations
could induce oxidative stress and subsequently cell death in cultured HT22 cells by inhibiting
cystine uptake, which results in decreased intracellular glutathione levels and ultimately
oxidative stress and cell death [5,12,13]. Our recent study showed that the oxidative stress
elicited by glutamate treatment could induce, in a time-dependent manner, both necrosis and
apoptosis in cultured HT22 cells [15].

In recent years, several dietary phenolic compounds, such as resveratrol, caffeic acid and
vitamin E, were found to have a protective effect in cultured neuronal cells against the oxidative
cytotoxicity of glutamate [16-18] and hydrogen peroxide [19,20]. This neuroprotective effect
is generally thought to be due to the direct antioxidant and free radical-scavenging properties
of these dietary compounds. Using resveratrol (trans-3,4′,5-trihydroxystilbene) as an example,
which is a well-known phenolic compound abundant in our food sources [21-23], we further
investigated in this study the mechanism of its neuroprotective effect in cultured HT22 mouse
hippocampal cells. Our results show that the neuroprotective effect of resveratrol is largely
independent of its direct antioxidant activity, rather it protects HT22 neuronal cells from
glutamate-induced oxidative cytotoxicity by inducing the expression of the mitochondrial
superoxide dismutase 2 (SOD2) via activation of the PI3K/Akt GSK-3β/β-catenin signaling
pathways.

MATERIALS AND METHODS
Materials

Resveratrol, Dullbecco’s modified Eagle’s medium (DMEM), fetal bovine serum (FBS), and
trypsin-EDTA solution (containing 0.5 g/L trypsin and 0.2 g/L EDTA) were purchased from
Sigma Chemical Co. (St. Louis). Resveratrol was dissolved in 200-proof ethanol and stored at
−20°C. The antibiotics solution (containing 10,000 U/mL penicillin and 10 mg/mL
streptomycin) was obtained from Gibco (Invitrogen, Grand Island, NY). The inhibitors of
mitogen-activated protein kinases (MAPKs) and PI3K used in this study were obtained from
Calbiochem (La Jolla, CA), and they were dissolved in dimethyl sulfoxide (DMSO) at a stock
concentration of 10 mM.

Cell culture
Glutamate-sensitive HT22 murine hippocampal neuronal cells (a gift from Dr. David Schubert,
Salk Institute, La Jolla, CA) were maintained in DMEM supplemented with 10% (v/v) FBS
and antibiotics (penicillin-streptomycin) and incubated at 37°C under 5% CO2. Cells were sub-
cultured once every 2 days. To study the protective effect of resveratrol on glutamate-induced
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neuronal death, cells were seeded in 96-well plates at a density of 5000 cells per well, and 5
wells were used for each treatment group. The stock solutions of glutamate (1 M in DMEM
without serum) and resveratrol (100 mM in 200-proof ethanol) were diluted in the culture
medium immediately before addition to each well at the desired final concentrations, and the
treatment usually lasted for 24 hours. To test the effect of the inhibitors of MAPKs and PI3K,
cells were pre-treated with each of the inhibitors (at 1.25-5 μM) for 2 hours before the addition
of glutamate and/or resveratrol. Cells in the control group were treated with vehicle only.

MTT assay
For determining cell viability, the 3-(4,5-dimethylthiazol-2-yl)-2,5-diphenyltetrazolium
bromide (MTT) assay was used. MTT (10 μL, at 5 mg/mL) was added to each well at a final
concentration of 500 μg/mL, and the mixture was further incubated for 1 hour at 37°C, and the
liquid in the wells was removed thereafter. DMSO (100 μL) was then added to each well, and
the absorbance was read with a UV max microplate reader (Molecular Device, Palo Alto) at
560 nm. The relative cell density was expressed as percentage of the control that was not treated
with glutamate or reveratrol.

Flow cytometric analysis
After treatment with glutamate and/or resveratrol, cells were harvested by trypsinization and
washed once with phosphate-buffered saline (PBS, pH 7.4). After centrifugation, cells were
stained with annexin-V and propidiun iodide (PI) using the annexin V-FITC apoptosis
detection kit (BD Biosciences, San Jose, CA) for analysis of the translocation of
phosphatidylserine (PS) from inner to outer leaflets of the plasma membrane. For annexin-V
and PI double staining, the procedure was performed according to the instructions of the
manufacturers. For analysis of mitochondrial membrane potential (MMP), cell pellets were
resuspended in 1 mL cell culture medium containing 25 nM DiOC6(3) (Molecular Probes,
Eugene, OR) and incubated at 37°C for 15 minutes. After centrifugation, cells were
resuspended in PBS. For analysis of relative mitochondria density, cell pellets were
resuspended in 1 mL culture medium containing 500 nM MitoTracker Red FM (Molecular
Probes) and incubated at 37°C for 15 minutes. After centrifugation, cells were resuspended in
PBS. All flow cytometric analyses were performed using a flow cytometer (model BD LSR
II, BD Bioscience).

Western blotting
Cells were washed with PBS, and then suspended in 100 μL of lysis buffer (20 mM Tris-HCl,
150 mM NaCl, 1 mM EDTA, 1% Triton X-100, protease inhibitor cocktail, 2 mM Na3VO4,
and 10 mM NaF, pH 7.5). The protein concentration was determined using the Bio-Rad protein
assay (Bio-Rad, Hercules, CA). An equal amount of proteins was loaded in each lane. Proteins
were separated using 10% SDS-polyacrylamide gel electrophoresis (SDS-PAGE) and
electrically transferred to a polyvinylidene difluoride membrane (Bio-Rad). After blocking the
membrane with 5% skim milk, target proteins were immunodetected using specific antibodies.
All primary antibodies were obtained from Cell Signaling Technology (Beverly, MA) except
the anti-phospho JNK1/2 (Thr183/Tyr185) specific antibody (from Biosource, Camarillo, CA)
and the anti-SOD1 and anti-SOD2 specific antibodies (from Santa Cruz Biotechnology, Santa
Cruz, CA). Specific antibody for the phospho-p44/42 MAP kinase (Thr202/Tyr204) was used
as the anti-phospho-ERK1/2 antibody and the antibody for phospho-p38 MAP kinase (Thr180/
Tyr182) was used as the anti-phospho-p38 antibody. The horseradish peroxidase (HRP)-
conjugated anti-rabbit IgG was applied as the secondary antibody, and bands were detected
using Amersham ECL Plus Western blotting detection reagents (GE Healthcare, Piscataway,
NJ).
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Measurement of ROS and mitochondrial superoxide formation
ROS were detected using 2′,7′-dichlorofluorescin diacetate (H2-DCF-DA; Sigma), and the
mitochondrial superoxide generation was determined using the MitoSOX Red (Molecular
Probes), a mitochondrial superoxide-specific indicator, according to the manufacturer’s
protocols. HT22 cells were seeded at 2 × 105 cells/well in 6-well plates. Twenty-four hours
later, cells were treated with 4 mM glutamate and 10 μM resveratrol for 8 hours, and then 10
μM H2-DCF-DA or 5 μM MitoSOX Red was added to each well. After incubation for 20
minutes at 37°C, the liquid was removed and then PBS was added. Multiple viewing fields
were photographed under a fluorescence microscope (AXIO, Carl Zeiss Corporation,
Germany). The experiment was repeated three times, and similar observations were made. One
representative figure for each treatment group that best represents the average changes is
shown.

Analysis of cells by transmission electron microscopy
Cells were harvested using Trypsin-EDTA and fixed in 2% glutaraldehyde for 4 hours, and
centrifuged to form pellets. Sample preparation was carried out according to the previous
method [24]. Briefly, the pellets were rinsed in 0.1 M cacodylate buffer (purchased from
Electron Microscopy Sciences [EMS], Hatfield, PA) and post-fixed in 1% osmium tetroxide
(EMS). Cell pellets were dehydrated through a graded series of ethanol and then passed through
a propylene oxide twice and lastly placed in propylene oxide/Embed 812 resin (EMS) overnight
for infiltration, and then polymerized in a 60°C oven overnight. Then sections were cut on a
Leica UCT ultra microtome at 80 nm using a Diatome diamond knife. Sections were contrasted
with uranyl acetate and Sato’s lead citrate (EMS), and viewed and photographed on a JEOL
100CXII TEM at 60 KV (J.E.O.L. Ltd., Tokyo, Japan).

siRNA experiments
siRNA duplexes targeting the mouse PI3K p110α (Cat #: sc-39128), β-catenin(sc-29210), and
scrambled non-targeting siRNA(sc-37007) were purchased from Santa Cruz Biotechnology.
The cells were seeded 12 hours before transfection and reached a density of 30% confluence
at the time of transfection. Then, 40 nM of the siRNA duplex was transfected using
Lipofectamine 2000 (Invitrogen) according to the protocols of the manufacturers. Forty-eight
hours after transfection, cells were processed for Western blotting of protein levels and MTT
assay of cell viability.

Construction of SOD1 or SOD2 stable knock-down in HT22 cells
The control shRNA plasmid (sc-108060), the SOD1 shRNA plasmid (sc-36522-SH), and the
SOD2 shRNA plasmid (sc-41656-SH) were purchased from Santa Cruz Biotechnology. The
control shRNA plasmid encoded a scrambled shRNA sequence that would not lead to specific
degradation of any known cellular mRNA. The SOD1 shRNA plasmid and the SOD2 shRNA
plasmid carried the puromycin resistance gene for the purpose of isolating shRNA plasmid
DNA-transfected cells. Transfection of shRNA plasmid was carried out using Lipofectamine
2000 (Invitrogen) according to manufacturers’ protocols.

Construction of the SOD2 stable overexpression in HT22 cells
The pEGFP-N1/SOD2 plasmid was a generous gift provided by Dr. Sonia Flores, at the
Division of Pulmonary Sciences and Critical Care Medicine, University of Colorado, Denver,
CO, USA. HT22 cells were transfected with the pEGFP-N1/SOD2 plasmid as described by
Connor et al. [25] using Lipofectamine 2000. Although the pEGFP-N1/SOD2 plasmid had a
neomycin-resistant gene, HT22 cells were also strongly resistant to neomycin. Therefore, we
could not use neomycin for selection of transfected cells. To establish the stably-transfected
cells, we collected the GFP-positive cells using FACS Aria II (BD Bioscience). After three
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times of cell sorting, the population of GFP-positive cells was increased to approximately 77%.
Then, the transfected cells were seeded in 96-well culture plate at 1 cell per well. After 2-week
culture, single colony was harvested for determination of the SOD2GFP fusion protein level
by Western blotting.

Analysis of SOD activity
Mitochondria and cytosol were fractionated using the Mitochondria/Cytosol Fractionation Kit
(BioVision). The amount of proteins was determined using the Bio-Rad protein assay (Bio-
Rad). The SOD activity was determined using the Superoxide Dismutase Activity Assay Kit
(Bio Vision). Relative SOD activity was normalized according to the protein content and shown
as percentage of the SOD activity present in control cells.

Reproducibility of experiments and statistical analysis
All quantitative data and experiments described in this study were repeated at least three times.
Most of the data were presented as mean ± S.D. of multiple independent experiments. Statistics
were analyzed with one-way ANOVA followed by multiple comparisons with Dunnett’s test
(SPSS software). P < 0.05 or P < 0.01 was used to denote as statistically significant or
statistically very significantly, respectively.

RESULTS
Resveratrol protects HT22 cells against glutamate-induced oxidative cytotoxicity

When HT22 cells were cultured in the presence of increasing concentrations of glutamate (2,
4, 6, 8 and 10 mM) for 24 hours, it decreased cell viability in a concentration-dependent manner
(Fig. 1A). The presence of 4 mM glutamate reduced cell viability over 80%. The presence of
resveratrol alone (at 1, 5, 10 and 20 μM) caused a weak but concentration-dependent decrease
in cell viability (MTT assay), which was due to a transient, non-cytotoxic S-phase delay
induced by resveratrol [26]. Co-treatment of HT22 cells with glutamate and resveratrol reduced
glutamate-induced cell death in a concentration-dependent manner (Fig. 1A). While resveratrol
at 20 μM prevented the death of HT22 cells induced by varying concentrations (2–10 mM) of
glutamate, at 10 μM it effectively prevented cell death induced by ≤4 mM glutamate. We,
therefore, selected 4 mM glutamate and 10 μM resveratrol to further investigate the mechanism
underlying resveratrol’s neuroprotective effect.

First, we investigated changes in plasma membrane asymmetry (using the annexin-V and PI
double staining method) to quantify the population of dead cells. With this method, cells stained
single positive for PI are considered mostly necrotic cells, and cells stained single-positive for
annexin-V are considered mostly early apoptotic cells, but cells that are stained double-positive
are either necrotic or apoptotic [27-29]. We found that treatment of HT22 cells with 4 mM
glutamate alone for 24 hours increased the number of annexin-V and PI double-stained cells
(which are dead cells), but co-treatment of these cells with glutamate plus resveratrol markedly
reduced this population of cells (Fig. 1B). Notably, treatment with resveratrol alone did not
have an appreciable effect on plasma membrane asymmetry; this observation was consistent
with the cell viability data as shown in Fig. 1A, thus confirming that resveratrol itself was not
cytotoxic.

Our recent study showed that mitochondrial dysfunction is an essential earlier event in
glutamate-induced oxidative toxicity [15]. Hence, we further investigated the effect of
resveratrol on glutamate-induced changes in mitochondrial function and morphology. First,
we determined the changes of mitochondrial membrane potential (MMP) by using DiOC6(3),
a cell-permeable, green-fluorescent dye that is selective for the mitochondria of live cells
[30]. Treatment with 4 mM glutamate alone reduced the MMP. While resveratrol alone did
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not have an appreciable effect on MMP, co-treatment with resveratrol almost completely
prevented glutamate-induced MMP reduction (Fig. 1C). To examine the changes of
mitochondrial morphology, we applied the transmission electron microscopy analysis. After
treatment of HT22 cells with 4 mM glutamate, most mitochondria were found to be swollen,
and some of them lost cristae. However, co-presence of resveratrol with glutamate mostly
abrogated these mitochondrial morphological changes (representative images are shown in
Fig. 1D). Lastly, to determine whether resveratrol also alters mitochondria density in HT22
cells, the MitoTracker Red FM staining method was used. As shown Fig. 1E, treatment of
HT22 cells with 10 μM resveratrol for 24 hours did not significantly alter the mitochondria
density in these cells. In comparison, treatment of these cells with 50 mM sodium pyruvate,
an agent known to increase mitochondria biogenesis and density in some cells [31], increased
mitochondria density by 40.4% (P < 0.05).

Resveratrol inhibits ROS accumulation
Many earlier studies have shown that resveratrol possesses direct radical-scavenging activity
[32]. Because ROS accumulation is a hallmark of glutamate-induced oxidative cell death in
HT22 cells [17], next we determined whether resveratrol could affect glutamate-induced
intracellular ROS accumulation. When H2-DCF-DA was used as a ROS-sensitive fluorescence
indicator, the accumulation of the ROS in HT22 cells was markedly elevated by glutamate
treatment, reaching peak levels at approximately 6 to 8 hours after treatment, but co-presence
of resveratrol with glutamate abrogated ROS accumulation (Fig. 2A, DCFDA). Furthermore,
we have also examined the mitochondrial superoxide generation following glutamate
treatment. Similar to the accumulation of intracellular ROS, mitochondrial superoxide
generation was elevated following glutamate treatment, and the co-presence of resveratrol with
glutamate markedly reduced the mitochondrial superoxide generation (Fig. 2A, MitoSOX
Red).

Unexpectedly, resveratrol could not protect HT22 cells against hydrogen peroxide-induced
cytotoxicity (Fig. 2B), whereas α-tocopherol, a well-known antioxidant, effectively protected
these cells from hydrogen peroxide-induced cell death (Fig. 2C). This observation prompted
us to consider the possibility that the protective effect of resveratrol against glutamate-induced
oxidative toxicity may not be attributable to its direct antioxidant property. To test of this
hypothesis, we pretreated HT22 cells with resveratrol for 6 or 8 hours, and resveratrol was then
removed prior to addition of glutamate. We found that the 6- or 8-hour pre-treatment with
resveratrol effectively protected these cells from glutamate cytotoxicity (i.e., subsequent
glutamate exposure for 24 hours) (Fig. 2D). This observation supports our hypothesis.

Role of MAPKs and PI3K/Akt signaling pathways in mediating resveratrol’s protection
against glutamate cytotoxicity

Earlier studies showed that resveratrol could alter the activity of MAPKs and PI3K/Akt
signaling molecules [33-41], which are regulated by phosphorylation. In the present study, we
examined the roles of these signaling molecules in mediating glutamate-induced neuronal death
and resveratrol’s protective effect in HT22 cells by investigating their activation
(phosphorylation). As shown in Fig. 3, after 12-hour treatment with glutamate alone, c-jun N-
terminal kinase 1/2 (JNK), extracellular signaling-regulated protein kinase (ERK), and p38
were significantly activated (phosphorylated). However, when the cells were co-treated with
resveratrol, these changes were abrogated. Next, we used selective inhibitors of these signaling
proteins to further probe their functional roles. HT22 cells were first pretreated with each of
the inhibitors and then cultured in the presence of glutamate with or without resveratrol. As
shown in Fig. 4A (MTT assay) and Fig. 4B (annexin-V and PI double staining), SP600125 (an
inhibitor of JNK-1, -2 and -3), SB202190 (an inhibitor of p38 MAPK-β), and U0126 (an
inhibitor of MEK1/2) each significantly reduced glutamate-induced cell death in a
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concentration-dependent manner. By contrast, resveratrol’s protective effect was strongly
diminished in a concentration-dependent manner by LY294002 (a PI3K inhibitor). In addition,
we found that wortmannin (another PI3K inhibitor) also inhibited resveratrol’s neuroprotective
effect, but LY303511 (a structural analog of LY294002 but with no PI3K-inhibiting activity)
exerted no inhibition against resveratrol’s neuroprotective effect (Fig. 4A). Taken together,
these results suggest that while the MAPK signaling pathways (JNK, p38 and ERK) are
involved in glutamate-induced oxidative cell death, activation of the PI3K/Akt signaling
pathway is specifically associated with resveratrol’s neuroprotective effect.

Resveratrol increases SOD2 protein levels through PI3K/Akt and GSK-3β/β-catenin signaling
pathways

To determine how the activation of PI3K/Akt by resveratrol resulted in increased antioxidant
capacity in HT22 cells, we sought to determine the involvement of the PI3K/Akt and
GSK-3β/β-catenin signaling pathways. β-Catenin is a component in the Wnt signaling
pathway, and in the inactive state, GSK-3β constitutively phosphorylates β-catenin which is
then ubiquitinated and degradated by proteasomes. However, in the active state, GSK-3β is
inactivated (by phosphorylation) which permits β-catenin to go into the cell nucleus which will
interact with transcription factors and regulate gene expressions (reviewed by Liu et al. [42]).
As shown in Fig. 4A, Akt was phosphorylated (activated) within the first 15 minutes following
resveratrol treatment, and returned to the basal level after about 4 hours. GSK-3β was also
phosphorylated (inactivated) in a time-dependent manner following resveratrol treatment, and
obviously, there was a short delay in GSK-3β phosphorylation when compared to Akt
phosphorylation, which was consistent with the factor that GSK-3β phosphorylation is
downstream of the Akt phosphorylation. Resveratrol treatment increased β-catenin levels in a
time-dependent manner. SOD2 expression was also increased in a time-dependent manner
following resveratrol treatment, but SOD1 expression level was not significantly altered.

To verify that these changes were the result of changes in the upstream PI3K/Akt activity, a
parallel experiment using the PI3K inhibitor LY294002 was performed. Pre-treatment of cells
with LY294002 (5 μM) suppressed these changes (phosphorylation of Akt and GSK-3β)
elicited by resveratrol (Fig. 5A). Furthermore, LY294002 also reduced SOD2 induction by
resveratrol (Fig. 5A). In separate experiments, we also compared the changes of GSK-3β, β-
catenin, and SOD2 in HT22 cells treated with glutamate alone, resveratrol alone, or glutamate
plus resveratrol. While treatment with glutamate alone did not appreciably affect GSK-3β
inactivation (phosphorylation), β-catenin stabilization, and SOD2 induction, treatment with
resveratrol alone or co-treatment with resveratrol plus glutamate each increased GSK-3β
inactivation, β-catenin stabilization, and SOD2 induction (Fig. 5B). To further confirm the
induction of SOD2 by resveratrol, we also determined the SOD enzyme activity in cytosolic
and mitochondrial fractions, respectively. As shown in Fig 5C, an increase in the SOD enzyme
activity was selectively seen in the mitochondrial fraction. These data also indicate that
resveratrol selectively induces SOD2 expression.

It is known that β-catenin released from GSK-3β is stabilized and translocated into the nucleus
to activate transcription factors involved in a number of genes, including SOD2 expression
[43]. To provide evidence that PI3K/Akt and β-catenin were involved in resveratrol’s
neuroprotective actions through the induction of SOD2, we conducted a series of experiments.
First, we selectively suppressed the expression of PI3K p110α subunit using the siRNA
approach. As shown in Fig. 6A, specific siRNA for PI3K p110α significantly reduced PI3K
p110α protein levels, whereas the control siRNA (scrambled sequence) did not have this effect.
Second, we compared the viability of HT22 cells with or without PI3K p110α knockdown.
Forty-eight hours after transfection, HT22 cells were incubated with glutamate with or without
resveratrol for 24 hours. Knockdown of PI3K p110α did not appreciably affect glutamate-
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induced neuronal death, but it significantly reduced resveratrol’s protection against glutamate-
induced oxidative cytotoxicity (Fig. 6B). Third, we electively suppressed β-catenin expression
using the siRNAs. As shown in Fig. 6C, transfection of siRNA targeting β-catenin suppressed
β-catenin expression in HT22 cells. Resveratrol increased β-catenin and SOD2 expression in
cells transfected with control siRNA, but not in cells transfected with β-catenin siRNA.
Transfection with β-catenin siRNA also significantly suppressed resveratrol’s protection
against glutamate-induced cell death (Fig. 6D). Lastly, to provide more definitive evidence for
the essential role of SOD2 induction as a key mechanistic component for the protective actions
of resveratrol against glutamate cytotoxicity, we constructed stable SOD1 and SOD2
knockdown cells (stably transfected with the SOD1 or SOD2 shRNA plasmid). SOD1 and
SOD2 protein levels were partially reduced in cells transfected with the SOD1 and SOD2
shRNA plasmid, respectively (Fig. 7A). Transfection of SOD2 shRNA into HT22 cells
abrogated resveratrol’s protective effect against glutamate-induced oxidative cell death, but
this was not the case when the cells were transfected with SOD1 shRNA (Fig. 7B).

Furthermore, we also showed that stable over-expression of the mitochondrial SOD2 alone (in
the absence of resveratrol) would provide a similar protection against glutamate-induced
oxidative neuronal death in cultured HT22 cells. As shown in Fig. 7C, the glutamate-induced
oxidative cell death was significantly suppressed in cultured HT22 cells that stably over-
expressed the mitochondrial SOD2. In the SOD2-over-expressing cells, the cytosolic and
mitochondrial SOD activities are 116.8 ± 5.5% and 201.4 ± 12.2%, respectively, compared to
the SOD activity in the corresponding cellular fractions from mock plasmid-transfected cells
(described in a previous study [44]).

DISCUSSION
The results of our present study showed that resveratrol could strongly protect HT22 cells from
glutamate-induced oxidative cytotoxicity by removing intracellular ROS. To determine
whether resveratrol removed ROS directly (i.e., through its direct antioxidant activity) or
indirectly (i.e., through the induction of cellular antioxidant capacity), we conducted two
parallel experiments: One sought to determine whether co-presence of resveratrol with
hydrogen peroxide could protect against hydrogen peroxide-induced cell death, and the other
sought to determine whether prior treatment of cells with resveratrol could prevent subsequent
cell death induced by glutamate (in the absence of resveratrol). We found that when a relatively
high concentration (20 μM) of resveratrol was present, it failed to protect HT22 cells against
the cytotoxicity induced by 500 or 1000 μM hydrogen peroxide (Fig. 2B). Notably, an earlier
study reported that resveratrol exerted a significant protective effect in cerebral cortical
astrocytes against the cytotoxicity induced by a lower concentration (100 μM) of hydrogen
peroxide [20]. These data suggest that the direct antioxidant activity of resveratrol is not strong
enough for the protection against the cytotoxicity induced by high concentrations of hydrogen
peroxide. In comparison, under another experimental condition where HT22 cells were only
pretreated with resveratrol for 6-8 hours and afterwards they were exposed to glutamate (in the
absence of resveratrol) for an additional 24 hours, these cells were still effectively protected
from glutamate-induced oxidative cell death (Fig. 2C). Taken together, these results suggest
that resveratrol’s direct radical-scavenging activity is not a major contributing factor in its
protection against glutamate-induced neurotoxicity in cultured HT22 cells as observed in this
study. Therefore, we hypothesized that resveratrol may stimulate relevant signaling pathway
(s) that subsequently increases the antioxidant capacity in HT22 cells and reduce glutamate-
induced oxidative cytotoxicity.

To probe the signaling pathway(s) that are targeted by resveratrol, we focused on testing a
mechanistic hypothesis that activation of the PI3K/Akt signaling pathway by resveratrol may
lead to inactivation of glycogen synthase kinase 3β (GSK-3β), stabilization and nuclear
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translocation of β-catenin, and subsequently, increased expression of the antioxidant enzymes
(such as SODs). This hypothesis was formulated on the basis of some recent studies suggesting
that resveratrol augmented cellular antioxidant defense capacity through intracellular signaling
pathways including the Akt signaling pathway [19], and that long-term exposure of human
cells to resveratrol resulted in up-regulation of SOD [45]. We found that treatment of HT22
cells with resveratrol alone or resveratrol plus glutamate resulted in Akt activation, GSK-3β
inactivation, and β-catenin stabilization in a time-dependent manner, and subsequently,
increased expression of SOD2 protein, whereas treatment with glutamate alone did not
markedly affect these molecules (Fig. 5). The effects of resveratrol on these signaling
molecules were suppressed by treatment with a PI3K inhibitor (LY294002), and this
suppressive effect paralleled the alteration of the protective effect of resveratrol on cell viability
(Fig. 4). To provide further evidence, we demonstrated that selective knockdown of PI3K (the
p110α subunit) or β-catenin each attenuated the protective effect of resveratrol (Fig. 6). Here
it is of note that the inhibition efficiency of PI3K-p110α siRNA appeared to be relatively lower
than that of the PI3K inhibitor LY294002. This was likely due to the fact that the siRNA
targeting the PI3K-p110α catalytic subunit would not affect other PI3K subunits, such as the
p110β subunit (Fig. 6A), which might also partially contribute to the PI3K-mediated signaling
activity. Whereas in the case of LY294002, it could non-discriminatively inhibit the activity
of different PI3K isoforms by binding to the ATP-binding site [46,47], and thus may abrogate
the neuroprotective effect of resveratrol more effectively. Consistent with our observation of
a neuroprotective role of the PI3K/Akt–GSK-3β/β-catenin signaling pathway, Alvarez and
coworkers also reported earlier [48] that the Wnt-3a ligand, which activates the GSK-3β/β-
catenin [49-51], protected hippocampal neurons from amyloid-β-peptide-induced apoptosis.
Similarly, it was recently suggested that the neuroprotective effect of fibroblast growth factor-1
against glutamate-induced cell death may also involve the inactivation of GSK-3β via
activation of the PI3K/Akt [52].

The SOD family is presently known to include the cytosolic SOD1, mitochondrial SOD2, and
extracellular SOD3 [53,54]. While the SOD1 and SOD2 jointly contribute to reducing the
burden of intracellular ROS, recent studies have shown that SOD2 plays a more important role
in neuronal cells against oxidant-induced mitochondrial oxidative stress and cytotoxicity
[55-57]. The results of our present study showed that resveratrol exerts a strong protection
against glutamate-induced mitochondrial oxidative stress and alterations of mitochondrial
morphology and functions. To provide definitive evidence concerning the role of the
mitochondrial SOD2 in resveratrol’s protection against glutamate-induced oxidative
neurotoxicity, we constructed SOD1 and SOD2 knockdown HT22 cells by stably transfecting
these cells with specific shRNA plasmids targeting SOD1 and SOD2, respectively. As we
expected, cells with a stable knockdown of SOD2, but not SOD1, became selectively
unresponsive to resveratrol’s protective effect (Fig. 7B). Although the total induction of SOD2
by resveratrol was relatively modest (~2-fold) (Fig. 5), its effect on neuroprotection was very
strong. Additional experiments using the over-expression approach (Fig. 7C) confirmed that
a ~2-fold increase in SOD2 expression could effectively prevent HT22 cells from glutamate-
induced oxidative cytotoxicity. Here it is of interest to note that the induction of SOD2 levels
occurs very rapidly, within 1 h following resveratrol treatment (Fig. 5). This is not surprising
since earlier studies have shown that the transcriptional activation and protein synthesis of
some genes can take place in 15 min [58,59]. It is possible that the HT22 cells may have a
built-in mechanism for the rapid induction of SOD2 because it is such a vitally important
enzyme for cell survival following mitochondrial oxidative insults.

It is expected that the induction of SOD2 would affect the cellular production of hydrogen
peroxide [60]. Since cells with a higher level of SOD2 are better protected against
mitochondrial superoxide-mediated oxidative cytotoxicity, it is suggested that the
accumulation of mitochondrial superoxide likely is more cytotoxic than the accumulation of
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hydrogen peroxide when they are present at equimolar concentrations. The formed hydrogen
peroxide is then further concerted to water. Here it is of note that since the total intracellular
GSH level is markedly reduced due to inhibition of cystine uptake by glutamate, the glutathione
peroxidase (GPx) pathway may play a less important role in the conversion of hydrogen
peroxide to water [44]. In comparison, heme oxygenase 1 (HO-1) may play a more important
role in the detoxification. This suggestion is supported by a recent study showing that HO-1
is induced in HT22 cells following exposure to hydrogen peroxide [61]. Biochemically, the
neuroprotective actions of HO-1 are attributable to the formation of biliverdin and bilirubin
during heme degradation, both of which can serve as ROS scavengers [62,63].

Consistent with the crucial role of intracellular ROS in glutamate-induced oxidative
neurotoxicity, earlier studies have shown that the MAPK pathways are activated following
glutamate-induced oxidative stress and cell death in cultured HT22 cells [64]. This observation
was confirmed in the present study. We found that JNK, p38, and ERK were activated
(phosphorylated) at 12 hours after glutamate treatment (Fig. 3). This delay in the activation of
MAPKs agreed with the time-dependent accumulation of intracellular ROS as reported in
earlier studies showing that marked ROS accumulation occurred at 6 to 8 hours after glutamate
treatment [13,15]. In addition, we found that treatment with resveratrol alone or in combination
with glutamate suppressed the activation (phosphorylation) of JNK, p38, and ERK. The
suppression of their activation is an important element of the neuroprotective actions of
resveratrol in HT22 cells because pharmacological inhibition of JNK, p38 and ERK could
confer the same degrees of protection in these cells. It should also be noted that although MAPK
inhibitors and resveratrol both exert comparable neuroprotective efficacy in cultured HT22
cells, the mechanisms of their actions are different. While the MAPK inhibitors exert their
neuroprotection by directly inhibiting these kinases, resveratrol exerts its protection by
removing the intracellular ROS, and subsequently, abrogating ROS-mediated activation of
MAPKs.

Kainic acid (KA), an agonist for a subtype of ionotropic glutamate receptor, has been
commonly used to induce excitotoxicity [65,66]. An earlier study showed that KA can cause
a decrease in glutathione levels in the hippocampus, which subsequently increases
mitochondrial superoxide production, oxidative DNA damage, and apoptosis in the
hippocampal CA1 and CA3 neurons [67]. These oxidative neuronal changes were partially
protected by resveratrol administration [68]. Notably, an earlier study reported that dietary
resveratrol intake elicited a similar degree of up-regulation of SOD2 in the mouse brain as we
have seen in cultured HT22 cells [69]. Therefore, the findings of our present study provide a
mechanistic explanation for the neuroprotective effect of resveratrol against both excitotoxicity
and oxidative cytotoxicities.

The overall conclusion of our present study is depicted in Fig. 8. Briefly, when present at high
concentrations, extracellular glutamate can induce oxidative stress in HT22 cells through
inhibition of cystine uptake and subsequent depletion of the intracellular glutathione levels
(discussed in ref. [5]). Resveratrol can activate the PI3K/Akt signaling pathway, and the
activated Akt then inactivates GSK-3β and stabilizes β-catenin. The stabilized β-catenin will
translocate into the nuclei and bind to TCF family transcription factors or FOXO to activate
the expression of target genes, including SOD2. The induced SOD2 catalyzes the conversion
of the mitochondrial superoxide to hydrogen peroxide, which is then further detoxified to water
by the HO-1/biliverdin and bilirubin systems [61]. The observations made in the present study
suggest that dietary or pharmacologic up-regulation of the mitochondrial antioxidant SOD2
via activation of the PI3K/Akt and GSK-3β/β-catenin pathways may represent a viable clinical
strategy for the prevention of oxidative neuronal damage and degeneration.
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FIGURE 1. Resveratrol (RES) prevents HT22 cells from undergoing glutamate-induced apoptosis
A. HT22 cells were treated with resveratrol and/or glutamate at indicated concentrations for
24 hours. The MTT assay was used to determine cell viability. B and C. HT22 cells were
treated with resveratrol (10 μM) and/or glutamate (4 mM) for 24 hours, and then stained with
annexin-V and PI (B) or DiOC6(3) (C) as described in the Materials and Methods section, and
then analyzed using a flow cytometer. The values as listed in the panels are the mean ± SD for
the annexin-V/PI double positive cell population obtained from three separate experiments
(B), or the mean ± SD for the DiOC6(3)-negative cell population, also from three separate
experiments (C). D. HT22 cells were treated with resveratrol (10 μM) and/or glutamate (4 mM)
for 12 hours, and then mitochondrial morphological changes were analyzed using the
transmission electron microscopy as described in the Materials and Methods section. Scale bar
= 1 μm. E. HT22 cells were treated with resveratrol (10 μM) or 50 mM sodium pyruvate (SP)
for 24 hours and then stained with the MitoTracker Red FM as described in the Materials and
Methods section, and then analyzed using a flow cytometer. Each value is the mean ± SD of
three separate measurements. *P < 0.05, **P < 0.01 versus respective controls.
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FIGURE 2. Resveratrol (RES) inhibits ROS formation
A. HT22 cells were treated with glutamate (4 mM) and resveratrol (10 μM) for 8 hours followed
by incubation for 20 minutes with a fluorescent dye 2′,7′-dichlorodihydrofluorescin diacetate
(H2-DCF-DA) at 10 μM (for detection of total cellular ROS) or MitoSOX Red at 5 μM (for
detection mitochondrial ROS). Accumulation of cellular and mitochondrial ROS was observed
and photographed using a fluorescence microscope (×200). B. HT22 cells were treated with
resveratrol and/or hydrogen peroxide at indicated concentrations for 24 hours. The MTT assay
was used to determine cell viability. C. HT22 cells were treated with α-tocopherol and/or
hydrogen peroxide at indicated concentrations for 24 hours. The MTT assay was used to
determine cell viability. D. HT22 cells were pre-treated with resveratrol (10 μM) for 6 or 8
hours and then resveratrol was removed immediately before addition of glutamate. Cells were
incubated for 24 hours with glutamate in the absence of resveratrol. Cell viability was
determined by using the MTT assay. Each value is mean ± SD of three independent
experiments. *P < 0.05, **P < 0.01 versus respective controls.
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FIGURE 3. Activation of JNK, p38 and ERK signaling pathways after glutamate and/or resveratrol
treatment
HT22 cells were treated with glutamate (4 mM) and/or resveratrol (10 μM). After incubation
for the indicated length of time, cell extracts were subjected to SDS-PAGE and immunoblotting
with antibodies specific for phospho-JNK (Thr183/Tyr185), phospho-p38 (Thr180/Tyr182),
and phospho-ERK (Thr202/Tyr204). Membranes were stripped and re-probed for total-JNK,
total-p38, or total-ERK. The ratio of phosphorylated protein was calculated from three
independent experiments (shown under each immunoblot of the phosphorylated protein). The
relative protein level for the phosphorylated protein was calculated according to the
densitometry reading of each band, which was then normalized according to the densitometry
reading for the corresponding total protein level. The control group was arbitrarily set at 1.o
for ease of comparison.
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FIGURE 4. Role of JNK, p38, ERK and PI3K signaling pathways in mediating glutamate-induced
cell death and the protective effect of resveratrol (RES)
A. HT22 cells were pre-treated with each of the inhibitors at 0-5 μM concentrations (SP600125
as a JNK inhibitor; SB202190 as a p38 inhibitor; U0126 as an ERK inhibitor; LY294002 and
wortmannin as PI3K inhibitors) for 2 hours and then incubated with glutamate (4 mM) and/or
resveratrol (10 μM) for additional 24 hours. In this experiment, LY303511, a structural analog
of LY294002 but with no PI3K-inhibiting activity, was used as a negative control (0-10 μM)
for LY294002. Cell viability was analyzed using the MTT assay. Each value is mean ± SD of
three separate experiments. *P < 0.05, **P < 0.01 versus respective controls. B. HT22 cells
were pre-treated with inhibitors (5 μM) for 2 hours and then incubated with glutamate (4 mM)

Fukui et al. Page 18

Free Radic Biol Med. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2011 September 1.

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript



and resveratrol (10 μM) for additional 24 hours. Cells were stained with annexin-V-FITC and
PI as described in the Materials and Methods section, and then analyzed using a flow cytometer.
These analyses were repeated multiple times, and similar observations were made. A
representative data set was shown.
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FIGURE 5. Induction of SOD by resveratrol (RES) via PI3K/Akt and GSK-3β/β-catenin signaling
pathways
A. HT22 cells were pre-treated with 5 μM of LY294002 for 2 hours and then incubated with
10 μM of resveratrol for the indicated time. Cell extracts were subjected to SDS-PAGE and
immunoblotting with antibodies specific for phospho-Akt(Ser 473), phospho-GSK-3β(Ser 9),
β-catenin, SOD1, and SOD2. Membranes were stripped and re-probed for total-Akt, total-
GSK-3β, or GAPDH (control). The relative protein levels for the phosphorylated Akt and
GSK-3β were calculated according to their densitometry readings, which were then normalized
according to the densitometry readings for the corresponding total protein levels. Similarly,
the relative protein levels for β-catenin, SOD1 and SOD2 were normalized according to the
GAPDH protein levels. The control group was arbitrarily set at 1.0 for ease of comparison.
B. HT22 cells were treated with glutamate (4 mM) and/or resveratrol (10 μM) for indicated
length of time. Cell extracts were subjected to SDS-PAGE and immunoblotting with antibodies
specific for phospho-GSK-3β (Ser 9), β-catenin, and SOD2. Membranes were stripped and re-
probed for total-GSK-3β and GAPDH (control). These analyses were repeated multiples, and
similar observations were made. A representative data was shown. For the expression levels
of SODs, the mean densitometry value ± SD was calculated from three separate experiments,
with the mean of the control group arbitrarily set at 1.0. C. HT22 cells were treated with 10
μM resveratrol for the indicated hours. Mitochondrial and cytosolic fractions were isolated as
described in Materials and Methods. The SOD enzymatic activity in each fraction was
measured and normalized as a ratio relative to the control activity. Each value is mean ± SD
of three independent experiments. **P < 0.01 versus respective controls.
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FIGURE 6. Suppression of protective effect of resveratrol (RES) in HT22 cells by transfection with
siRNA selectively targeting PI3K p110α or β-catenin
A. HT22 cells were transfected with control siRNA or PI3Kα siRNA, and 72 hours later cell
extracts were prepared and subjected to SDS-PAGE and immunoblot analysis using antibodies
specific for PI3K p110α, PI3K p110β, or GAPDH. B. HT22 cells were transfected with control
siRNA or PI3Kα siRNA. After 48-hour incubation, cells were further incubated with glutamate
(4 mM) and/or 10 μM resveratrol for additional 24 hours. Cell viability was determined using
the MTT assay. C. HT22 cells were transfected with control siRNA or β-catenin siRNA, and
48 hours later cells were incubated with or without 10 μM resveratrol. After 24-hour incubation,
cell extracts were prepared and subjected to SDS-PAGE and immunoblot analysis using
antibodies specific for β-catenin, SOD2, or GAPDH. The relative protein levels for β-catenin
and SOD2 were calculated according to their densitometry reading, which was normalized
according to the corresponding reading for the GAPDH protein band. The corresponding
groups without resveratrol treatment were arbitrarily set at 1.0. D. HT22 cells were transfected
with control siRNA or β-catenin siRNA. After 48-hour incubation, cells were further incubated
with glutamate (4 mM) and/or 10 μM resveratrol for additional 24 hours. Cell viability was
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determined using the MTT assay. Each value is mean ± SD from three independent
experiments. ** P < 0.01 versus respective controls.
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FIGURE 7. Role of mitochondrial SOD2 levels in modulating the protective effect of resveratrol
(RES) in HT22 cells
A. HT22 cells were stably transfected with the shRNA plasmid for SOD1, SOD2, or the control
plasmid as described in the Materials and Methods section. Cell extracts from SOD1 shRNA,
SOD2 shRNA and control cells were subjected to SDS-PAGE and immunoblotting with
antibodies specific for SOD1, SOD2 and GAPDH as a control. B. Control, SOD1 and SOD2
shRNA cells were treated with glutamate (4 mM) and/or resveratrol (10 μM) for 24 hours. Cell
viability was determined by using the MTT assay. C. HT22 cells that were stably transfected
with a SOD2 expression plasmid or a mock plasmid (described in Methods) were treated with
glutamate at indicated concentrations for 24 h. Cell viability was determined using the MTT
assay. Each value is mean ± SD from three independent experiments. **P < 0.01 versus
respective controls.
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FIGURE 8. Schematic illustration of the mechanism underlying the protective effect of resveratrol
(RES) against glutamate-induced cell death in HT22 cells
High concentrations of extracellular glutamate induce oxidative stress as a result of inhibition
of cystine uptake and subsequently depletion of intracellular glutathione [5]. Elevated levels
of intracellular ROS activate MAPK signaling pathways and subsequently induce cell death.
Resveratrol (RES) can activate the PI3K/Akt signaling pathways, and the activated Akt
subsequently inactivates GSK-3β and stabilizes β-catenin. The stabilized β-catenin translocates
into the nuclei, binds to TCF family transcription factors or FOXO, and induces the expression
of target genes, including SOD2. SOD2 proteins quench ROS that are accumulated in the
mitochondria as a result of glutathione depletion. Collectively, resveratrol confers strong
protection against glutamate-induced oxidative stress and neuronal cell death in HT22 cells.
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