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In bacterial meningitis, excessive immune responses carry significant potential for damage to brain tissue even after successful
antibiotic therapy. Bacterial meningitis is regarded primarily as the domain of innate immunity, and the role of lymphocytes
remains unclear. We studied the contribution of lymphocytes to acute inflammation and neurodegeneration in experimental
Toll-like receptor 2-driven meningitis, comparing wild-type mice with RAG-1-deficient mice that have no mature T and B lym-
phocytes. At 24 h after intrathecal challenge with the synthetic bacterial lipopeptide Pam3CysSK4, RAG-1-deficient mice dis-
played more pronounced clinical impairment and an increased concentration of neutrophils, reduced expression of interleu-
kin-10 (IL-10) mRNA, and increased expression of CXCL1 mRNA in the cerebrospinal fluid. Conversely, neuronal loss in the
dentate gyrus was reduced in RAG-1-deficient mice, and expression of IL-10, transforming growth factor � and CCL2 mRNA by
microglia was increased compared to wild-type mice. Adoptive transfer of wild-type lymphocytes reversed the enhanced menin-
geal inflammation and functional impairment observed in RAG-1-deficient mice. Our findings suggest compartment-specific
effects of lymphocytes during acute bacterial meningitis, including attenuation of meningeal inflammation and shifting of mi-
croglial activation toward a more neurotoxic phenotype.

Acute bacterial meningitis continues to be associated with sig-
nificant mortality and morbidity (1). Bacterial metabolic

products induce damage to host tissues, but especially in the con-
text of successful antibiotic chemotherapy, excessive host immune
responses are equally responsible for the negative outcomes (2).
Immunity in bacterial meningitis is regarded primarily as the do-
main of neutrophils and other innate immune cells, which are
activated by the interaction of bacterial compounds with Toll-like
and other pattern recognition receptors expressed by these cells
(3). Activated leukocytes produce proinflammatory and proapo-
ptotic cytokines, proteases, and reactive oxygen and nitrogen spe-
cies, which are all capable of inducing host tissue damage. Thus,
limiting the host inflammatory response is a recognized therapeu-
tic goal in bacterial meningitis (1, 2). While strategies to reduce the
life span of activated neutrophils in the cerebrospinal fluid (CSF)
have proven beneficial in experimental meningitis (4, 5), the de-
velopment of clinically available therapies targeting innate immu-
nity is hampered by an incomplete understanding of the regula-
tory processes involved in leukocyte survival and function during
meningitis.

Innate immune responses, including neutrophil and monocyte
recruitment from blood, as well as activation of resident microglia
in the brain, contribute to the evolution of tissue injury also in
ischemic stroke (6). Here, an important role of lymphocytes in
mediating brain damage was demonstrated in experiments using
recombination activating gene 1 (RAG-1)-deficient mice that are
devoid of functional B and T cells (7). Compared to wild-type
mice, these animals displayed significant neuroprotection at 24 h
after focal cerebral ischemia (8, 9).

The role of lymphocytes in bacterial meningitis, however, has
not been clarified. Based on the observations in cerebral ischemia,
we hypothesized that RAG-1-deficient mice show an anti-inflam-
matory and neuroprotective phenotype during acute meningitis.
To test this hypothesis, we studied RAG-1-deficient mice in a well-
characterized model of bacterial meningitis that employs a syn-

thetic bacterial lipopeptide to induce Toll-like receptor 2 (TLR2)-
driven neuroinflammation, thereby allowing us to study host
immune responses without the confounding effects of bacterial
metabolic products (10).

MATERIALS AND METHODS
Meningitis model. All experimental procedures were reviewed and ap-
proved by the state authorities (Landesamt für Gesundheit und Sozi-
ales, Berlin, Germany). Experiments were conducted in 12- to 16-
week-old C57BL/6 wild-type mice (n � 24) and transgenic mice with
homozygous Rag-1 ablation (RAG-1�/�, n � 21) (7), using a well-
established model of experimental meningitis (10). Additional exper-
iments were performed in RAG-1-deficient mice after reconstitution
with wild-type lymphocytes (n � 9). While the animals were under
anesthesia with intraperitoneal ketamine (100 mg/kg; DeltaSelect) and
xylazine (20 mg/kg; Bayer), a skin incision was made to expose the
lumbar spine. Using a 30-gauge needle, 10 �g of Pam3CysSK4 (EMC
Microcollections) dissolved in a volume of 40 �l of phosphate-buff-
ered saline (PBS) were slowly injected into the spinal canal below
vertebra L2 or L3. Controls received an equal volume of pyrogen-free
PBS. After wound closure with dermal clips, the animals were allowed
to wake up and were kept under standard conditions.
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After 24 h, mice were assessed in the tight rope test (11). In this global
test of strength and motor coordination, the time span during which a
mouse is able to hold on to a horizontally suspended length of string is
measured. Mice are lifted by the tail and released once they have firmly
gripped the rope with both forepaws. A padded box is used to catch falling
mice. The experiment is terminated after 30 s. After this test, animals were
again deeply anesthetized using sodium thiopental (100 mg/kg). Under a
preparation microscope, skin and suboccipital muscles were dissected.
The cisterna magna was punctured with a 27-gauge butterfly cannula
attached to a microliter syringe to obtain a CSF specimen. Total white
blood cell concentrations in the CSF were determined microscopically by
using a Fuchs-Rosenthal chamber. For manual differential leukocyte
counts, CSF samples were stained with Türk’s solution, and the relative
proportions of granulocytes, monocytes, and lymphocytes were deter-
mined from 100 to 200 leukocytes per animal. After transcardial perfusion
with cold saline, the brains were removed. The cerebellum was frozen in
liquid nitrogen. The right cerebral hemisphere was snap-frozen in meth-
ylbutane on dry ice, while the left hemisphere was processed for cell iso-
lation (see below).

Adoptive transfer of lymphocytes. Spleens of C57BL/6 wild-type
mice were excised and pushed through a 100-�m-pore-size strainer.
Red blood cells were lysed in Pharm Lyse lysing buffer (BD Biosci-
ences). T and B cells were purified by positive selection with isolation
kits according to the manufacturer’s protocol (CD4, CD8�, and CD19
custom-made cocktail; Miltenyi Biotec) and isolated by magnetic cell
sorting (MACS; Miltenyi Biotec). RAG-1-deficient mice were intrave-
nously injected with 1.5 � 107 wild-type lymphocytes at 24 h before
the induction of meningitis. The efficiency of lymphocyte reconstitu-
tion was assessed by performing differential leukocyte counts in atrial
blood 24 h after the induction of meningitis.

Histology. Neuronal damage in mice was assessed by TUNEL (termi-
nal deoxynucleotidyltransferase-mediated dUTP-biotin nick end label-
ing) staining. First, 20-�m cryosections were thaw mounted on coated
glass slides, air dried, and postfixed in methanol at �20°C. We performed
TUNEL staining using a commercially available kit (Qbiogene) and a
fluorescein isothiocyanate (FITC)-conjugated antibody for visualization.
Sections were counterstained with Hoechst 33258 (1:10,000; Invitrogen
Life Technologies). For quantification, TUNEL-positive nuclei were
counted in the dentate gyrus (four sections per animal) and divided by the
area of the dentate gyrus, as determined using Stereo Investigator 10 soft-
ware (MicroBrightfield, Inc.). For measuring the degree of granulocyte
infiltration in the tissue, sections were prepared as described above, fol-
lowed by blocking in normal goat serum (3% in PBS with 0.3% Triton
X-100) for 30 min and incubation with a rabbit polyclonal antibody
against myeloperoxidase (MPO; 1:300 in blocking solution; Hycult Bio-
technology) at 4°C overnight. A Texas Red-conjugated goat anti-rabbit
secondary antibody (1:100; Jackson ImmunoResearch) was used for visu-
alization. The density of granulocytes in the brain parenchyma was deter-
mined by counting all MPO-immunoreactive cells per area (three sections
per animal). Cells in the subarachnoid space or within �20 �m of the
brain surface were not counted. For the staining of phagocytes, 7-�m
sections were prepared. After fixation in acetone for 10 min and incuba-
tion with chloroform for 7 min, the sections were blocked with species-
matched serum, followed by incubation with a rat monoclonal antibody
against CD11b (1:100; BD Pharmingen). A DyLight 649-conjugated goat
anti-rat antibody (1:100; Jackson ImmunoResearch) was used for visual-
ization.

Flow cytometry of brain-derived and CSF leukocytes. In order to
assess microglial activation and granulocyte invasion, as well as to obtain
cell populations for subsequent PCR studies, saline-perfused brains of
wild-type mice (n � 5) and RAG-1-deficient mice (n � 11) were obtained
24 h after stimulation with Pam3CysSK4. In addition, two untreated ani-
mals per genotype were included as controls. Left cerebral hemispheres of
two to four animals were pooled and minced through a 70-�m mesh
(BD), followed by Percoll gradient centrifugation (Amersham-Pharma-

cia) as described previously (12). Retrieved cells were subjected to multi-
ple immunofluorescence staining, followed by flow cytometry. In brief,
after pelleting and resuspension, the cells were blocked for unspecific
binding of the Fc receptor (CD16/32 1:200; Biolegend) at 4°C for 10 min.
They were then incubated for 20 min with a phycoerythrin (PE)-labeled
CD11b antibody (1:400; BD Pharmingen), an allophycocyanin (APC)/
Cy7-labeled CD45 antibody (1:200; BioLegend), and a Cy7/PE-labeled
GR1 antibody (1:400; BioLegend). An additional sample was stained with
a FITC-labeled CD4 antibody (1:200; BD Pharmingen), a Cy7/PE-labeled
CD8 antibody (1:400; BioLegend), and an APC-labeled B220 antibody
(1:400; BioLegend). After washing, cells were analyzed on a fluorescence-
activated cell sorting (FACS) CANTO II (BD Biosciences) and evaluated
with FlowJo software (Tristar). In further experiments, cerebral leukocyte
populations were sorted on a FACSAria I (BD Biosciences) according to
the following surface profiles: CD11b� CD45high GR1dim for activated
microglia/macrophages and CD11b� CD45high GR1high for granulocytes.
Absolute cell counts were corrected for the number of animals in each
pool. Sorted cells were collected in TRIzol buffer and stored at �80°C.
CSF was collected from the same animals. Due to the low sample volumes,
CSF specimens were combined into two pools for each genotype. After
pelleting and washing in PBS with 1% fetal calf serum, CSF cells were
blocked for the Fc receptor as described above and stained for 20 min with
a PE-labeled CD11b antibody (1:400; BD Pharmingen), a FITC-labeled
CD3 antibody (1:200; BD Pharmingen), a PE/Cy7-labeled GR1 antibody
(1:400; BioLegend), and an APC-labeled B220 antibody (1:400; BioLeg-
end). Using FACS sorting as described above, CD11b� GR1dim inflam-
matory monocytes, CD11b� GR1� CD3� T cells, and CD11b� GR1high

CD3� granulocytes were quantified. Sorted CSF granulocytes and mono-
cytes were stored in TRIzol at �80°C.

RNA isolation and real-time PCR. Total RNA was obtained from
different sites in order to gain information on multiple compartments.
First, we studied whole cerebellar lysates to provide information on over-
all inflammatory changes, including the perivascular space as the pre-
sumed site of leukocyte recruitment. Furthermore, we isolated CD11b�

CD45high cells representing activated microglia and macrophages from
hemispheric cerebral tissue, including the hippocampal formation and
dentate gyrus. This region is characterized by pronounced neuronal dam-
age and microglial activation in bacterial meningitis. Finally, we isolated
CD11b� cells from the CSF to provide information on cytokine produc-
tion by nonlymphocytic cells in this compartment.

Total RNA was extracted using the TriFast method according to the
manufacturer’s instructions (peqGold TriFast; Peqlab). The concentra-
tion was determined photometrically by NanoQuant Plate (Tecan Infinite
2000). First-strand cDNA was synthesized in a volume of 20 �l using 1 �g
of total RNA and TaqMan reverse transcription reagents (Applied Biosys-
tems). To quantify target mRNA levels, transforming growth factor 	
(TGF-	), gamma interferon (IFN-
), interleukin-10 (IL-10), IL-4,
CXCL-1, CCL-2, and TRAIL TaqMan gene expression assays were pur-
chased from Applied Biosystems. Hypoxanthinguanine-phosphoribosyl-
transferase (Hprt) was chosen as a highly stable reference gene for the
analysis of frozen tissue, while 	-actin (Actb) was used for FACS-sorted
cells. PCR was performed in triplicates with 20 ng of cDNA using the
FastStart Universal PCR master mix (Applied Biosystems) in a 7900HT
real-time PCR system (Applied Biosystems) for 45 cycles. The data were
processed using SDS2.4 and RQ Manager 1.2.1 software. Quantitative
real-time PCR analysis was carried out using the 2���CT method. In
the corresponding figure (see Fig. 4), meningitis-induced regulation of
mRNA expression was depicted as the fold change unless the level of
expression in controls was below the detection limit. In this case,
1/�CT was used for plotting.

Statistical analysis. Outliers greater than two standard deviations
above or below the mean were censored. Normal distribution was verified
by using one-sample Kolmogorov-Smirnov tests. Two-group compari-
sons were performed by using a Student t tests for normally distributed
data, whereas Mann-Whitney U tests were used in the absence of normal

Hoffmann et al.

260 iai.asm.org January 2015 Volume 83 Number 1Infection and Immunity

http://iai.asm.org


distribution. A log-rank test was performed to compare performances in
the tight-rope test between genotypes. Multiple group comparisons were
performed using Kruskal-Wallis analysis of variance (ANOVA), followed
by Mann-Whitney U tests, using Holm’s Bonferroni adjustment for mul-
tiple comparisons.

RESULTS
Leukocyte populations in the CSF. At 24 h after the induction of
meningitis, 4,206 � 3,484 leukocytes per �l (range, 90 to
11,776) were present in the CSF of wild-type mice (Fig. 1A). In
RAG-1-deficient mice, the CSF leukocyte counts were 9,726 �
7,575 (mean � the standard deviation; range, 512 to 21,248)
per �l (Fig. 1A; P 
 0.05, Student t test). As expected, lympho-
cytes were identified only in the CSF of wild-type mice but were
absent in RAG-1-deficient mice (Fig. 1B; P 
 0.001, Student t
test). Significantly more neutrophils were found in the CSF of
RAG-1-deficient mice compared to wild-type mice (Fig. 1B;
P 
 0.05, Student t test), while the concentration of mono-
cytes/macrophages was similar in both genotypes (Fig. 1B; P �
0.02, Student t test). FACS analysis and cytology of pooled CSF
confirmed a higher number of CD11b� leukocytes and a strong
increase in GR1high neutrophils in RAG-1-deficient mice com-
pared to wild-type mice (Fig. 1C).

Clinical disease severity. During the observational period of
24 h, animals lost 2.3 � 1.2 g (8.4% � 1.2%) of body weight after
challenge with Pam3CysSK4 (P 
 0.001, Mann-Whitney U test).
Relative weight loss was not influenced by the genotype (8.2% �
4.5% in wild-type mice versus 8.5% � 4.1% in RAG-1-deficient
mice; P � 1.0, Mann-Whitney-U test). However, RAG-1-deficient
mice showed a greater impairment of motor strength and coordi-
nation in the tight rope test (Fig. 2A; P 
 0.001, log-rank test).

Neuronal damage. Cell damage in the dentate gyrus was as-
sessed by TUNEL staining. In wild-type mice, 120 � 66 TUNEL-
positive cells per mm2 were detected 24 h after induction of men-
ingitis compared to 40 � 25 per mm2 in RAG-1-deficient mice
(Fig. 2B; P 
 0.05, Student t test).

Immune cells in the brain parenchyma. Pooled brain homog-
enates of unstimulated RAG-1-deficient mice revealed no defi-
ciency in CD45low resident microglia, and absence of inflamma-
tory CD45high activated microglia/macrophages (see Fig. S1A in
the supplemental material). At 24 h after the induction of menin-
gitis, the total numbers of parenchymal leukocytes per brain re-
trieved from the Percoll gradient were (5.5 � 0.5) � 105 in wild-
type mice and (6.8 � 1.9) � 105 in RAG-1-deficient mice (P �
0.26). Compared to wild-type mice, activated microglia/macro-
phages were significantly more prevalent in RAG-1-deficient mice
(Fig. 3A to D; P 
 0.01, Student t test), whereas the numbers of
intraparenchymal granulocytes did not differ between genotypes
(Fig. 3B; P � 0.13). In line with the FACS results, immunohisto-
chemical analysis revealed 12 � 11 MPO-immunoreactive gran-
ulocytes per mm2 in the brain parenchyma of wild-type mice
compared to 7 � 6 per mm2 in RAG-1-deficient mice (P � 0.53,
Mann-Whitney U test). Immunostaining for CD11b revealed
more activated microglia/macrophages with amoeboid morphol-
ogy in the brains of RAG-1-deficient mice compared to wild-type
mice after experimental meningitis (Fig. 3E and F).

Cytokine and chemokine mRNA levels. In the cerebellar tis-
sues of naive controls, baseline cytokine expression was affected
by the absence of RAG-1 (see Fig. S1B in the supplemental mate-
rial). Although only minor effects were observed for IFN-
 and

Foxp3 mRNA, baseline expression of Il-10 mRNA was increased
in RAG-1-deficient mice (average �CT, 15.7 � 0.1 versus 20.3 �
0.2 in wild-type mice; P � 0.01). No significant effect of RAG-1-
deficiency on the expression of TRAIL or TGF-	 mRNA was de-
tected. After stimulation with Pam3CysSK4, we observed a differ-
ential regulation of IL-10, IFN-
, TGF-	, Foxp3, and TRAIL
mRNAs when normalized to naive controls of the respective ge-
notype (Fig. 4A). Il-4 mRNA was not detected in controls or dur-
ing inflammation (data not shown). In contrast to wild-type mice,
RAG-1-deficient mice displayed upregulation of IFN-
 mRNA
(Fig. 4A; P 
 0.01, Student t test), reduced induction of IL-10
mRNA (Fig. 4A; P 
 0.05, Student t test), and failure to upregulate
TGF-	 and Foxp3 mRNA expression (Fig. 4A; P 
 0.01, Student t
test). No differences in TRAIL mRNA induction were observed
between wild-type and RAG-1-deficient mice (Fig. 4A; P � 0.28,
Student t test).

In brain-derived CD11b� CD45high activated microglia/mac-
rophages, IL-10 mRNA expression was detected at low concentra-
tions in RAG-1-deficient mice after Pam3CysSK4 challenge but
not in stimulated wild-type mice or PBS-injected controls of ei-
ther genotype (Fig. 4B). Expression of monocyte chemoattractant
protein 1 (CCL2) mRNA in brain-derived CD11b� CD45high cells
was upregulated in RAG-1-deficient mice and downregulated in
wild-type mice (Fig. 4D; P 
 0.05, Student t test). A similar pattern
was observed for TGF-	 mRNA, although this did not reach sta-
tistical significance (Fig. 4C; P � 0.10, Student t test).

In CD11b� leukocytes isolated from the CSF, the induction of
IL-10 mRNA at 24 h after Pam3CysSK4 challenge was less pro-
nounced in RAG-1-deficient mice compared to wild-type mice
(Fig. 4E; P 
 0.01, Student t test). A trend toward increased CCL2
mRNA induction was observed for RAG-1-deficient mice (Fig. 4F;
P � 0.05, Student t test). Moreover, CXCL1 mRNA expression
was only induced in RAG-1-deficient mice after Pam3CysSK4

challenge but absent in control mice of either genotype and in
Pam3CysSK4-stimulated wild-type mice (Fig. 4G). Using the Meso-
Scale electrochemiluminescence-based immunoassay, we confirmed
expression of IL-10 protein in brain tissue and CSF (data not shown).

Reconstitution experiments. After adoptive transfer of 1.5 �
107 lymphocytes into RAG-1-deficient mice at 24 h prior to the
induction of meningitis, partial reconstitution of circulating lym-
phocytes and normalization of monocytes was observed 24 h after
induction of meningitis (see Fig. S2 in the supplemental material).
However, the frequency of lymphocytes remained significantly
reduced compared to wild-type mice (38% � 14% versus 76% �
15%; P 
 0.01). Notably, the adoptive transfer of lymphocytes
normalized the concentrations of CSF leukocytes to wild-type lev-
els at 24 h after the induction of meningitis (Fig. 1A). Further-
more, reconstitution of lymphocytes partially reversed the in-
crease in clinical disease severity observed in RAG-1-deficient
mice during the tight-rope test (Fig. 2A). However, no consistent
effect of peripheral lymphocyte reconstitution on the density of
apoptotic nuclei in the dentate gyrus was observed at 24 h after
meningitis induction (data not shown).

DISCUSSION

After meningitis induction with the synthetic bacterial lipopep-
tide, Pam3CysSK4, the absence of mature T and B lymphocytes in
RAG-1-deficient mice resulted in an increased concentration of
granulocytes in the CSF and more severe clinical impairment.
These effects were partially reversed by the systemic reconstitution
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FIG 1 Impact of RAG-1 deficiency (RAG-1�/�) on leukocyte populations in the cerebrospinal fluid 24 h after intrathecal challenge with 10 �g of Pam3CysSK4.
(A) Total leukocyte concentration in C57BL/6 wild-type mice (n � 24), RAG-1-deficient mice (n � 21), and RAG-1-deficient mice reconstituted with 1.5 � 107

wild-type lymphocytes (n � 9). Graphs depict the median, minimum, and maximum values, as well as 25th and 75th percentiles. Significance was determined
by Kruskal-Wallis ANOVA, followed by Mann-Whitney U tests using Holm’s Bonferroni adjustment for multiple comparisons. (B) CSF concentration of
lymphocytes, monocytes/macrophages, and neutrophils as determined by light microscopy of Türk-stained specimens. Graphs depict the median, minimum,
and maximum values, as well as the 25th and 75th percentiles. Significance was determined using Mann-Whitney U tests. (C) FACS analysis of pooled CSF
samples. Sorted CD11b� leukocytes from wild-type mice and RAG-1-deficient mice were analyzed for Gr1 staining intensity.
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of lymphocytes using adoptive transfer of spleen-derived B and T
cells. Although more activated microglia/macrophages were
found in the brain parenchyma, RAG-1-deficient mice displayed a
strongly reduced ratio of granulocytes versus mononuclear cells in
the brain and reduced neuronal damage in the dentate gyrus of the
hippocampus. These effects were paralleled by compartment-spe-
cific changes in cytokine/chemokine gene expression patterns. In
particular, RAG-1-deficient mice displayed a pronounced up-
regulation of IL-10 mRNA in activated microglia/macrophages
which was absent in wild-type mice. In CSF leukocytes, IL-10
mRNA induction was reduced in RAG-1-deficient mice, but
CXCL1 mRNA expression was strongly enhanced.

The regulation of neutrophil survival by lymphocytes was pre-
viously described in vitro (13). Apoptosis and elimination of acti-
vated neutrophils was delayed in RAG-1-deficient mice following
lipopolysaccharide-induced acute lung injury (14). The mecha-
nisms by which lymphocytes promote neutrophil apoptosis have
not been identified in detail. We did not detect an effect of lym-
phocyte deficiency on the regulation of TRAIL, a pivotal mediator
of neutrophil clearance from the CSF in meningitis (4). Regula-
tory T cells induce anti-inflammatory phenotypes in neutrophils
(15) and in monocytes/macrophages (16). Notably, IL-10 was
identified both as a T cell-derived anti-inflammatory signal and as
a phenotypic marker of alternative activation of the antigen-pre-
senting cells. In a murine model of stroke, anti-inflammatory ef-
fects of CD25-positive T cells were dependent on their production
of IL-10 (17). IL-10 counteracts antiapoptotic signals in activated
neutrophils, thereby restoring constitutive apoptosis of neutro-
phils (18). Accordingly, IL-10 was previously identified as a key
negative regulator of leptomeningeal infiltration of neutrophils in
experimental meningitis (19). In macrophages, secretion of IL-10
and TGF-	 is further stimulated by phagocytosis of apoptotic
neutrophils (20, 21), suggesting the presence of a feedback effect
by which reduced secretion of IL-10 may contribute to delayed
apoptosis of CSF neutrophils and vice versa.

Moreover, IL-10 inhibits the production of the main granulo-
cyte-attractant chemokine, CXCL1, in activated phagocytes (22).
We consistently detected CXCL1 mRNA in RAG-1-deficient CSF
leukocytes at 24 h after meningitis induction but not in wild-type
mice or in unstimulated controls of either genotype. A possible

interpretation of this finding is that in RAG-1-deficient mice, fail-
ure to upregulate anti-inflammatory signals, including IL-10, in
the CSF could maintain a self-sustained recruitment of neutro-
phils, whereas in wild-type mice, CXCL1 production and influx of
neutrophils have already subsided at this time point. Similar ef-
fects were described in a mouse model of neutrophil-driven skin
inflammation (23). Neutrophils mediate acute complications of
meningitis (24–26) and correlate with clinical disease severity (4,
5). In line with these previous results, RAG-1-deficient mice dis-
played more severe impairment in the tight-rope test during men-
ingitis. Our findings suggest that lymphocytes play an immuno-
protective role in the subarachnoid space by enhancing IL-10
signaling and negatively regulating the recruitment and survival of
neutrophils.

In bacterial meningitis, microglial cells are regarded as impor-
tant mediators of tissue damage (2). We have previously demon-
strated that selective stimulation of TLR2 using Pam3CysSK4 is
sufficient to induce inflammatory activation of microglia, as well
as meningeal inflammation and neuronal loss in the murine den-
tate gyrus (10). In the present study, the absence of mature T and
B lymphocytes in RAG-1-deficient mice resulted in increased
numbers of activated microglia and macrophages during menin-
gitis. However, this was associated with a neuroprotective pheno-
type, as shown by a lower density of TUNEL-positive nuclei in the
dentate gyrus.

In recent years, a concept of variable macrophage polarization
has evolved. Of the two extreme states, the so-called “M1” pattern
is elicited by exposure to IFN-
. It is characterized by the produc-
tion of proinflammatory cytokines and nitric oxide. Conversely,
alternative activation in response to IL-4 and IL-13, as well as
acquired deactivation via IL-10 and TGF-	, result in anti-inflam-
matory and proregenerative phenotypes, which are broadly
termed “M2” and include macrophages with regulatory functions.
The concept of M1 versus M2 activation patterns has recently
been expanded to include microglia (27), although the simple
dichotomy cannot account for the multiplicity of functional states
of microglia and brain macrophages (28). We could not verify a
hypothetical contribution of IL-4-induced alternative activation
(29) in our meningitis model since IL-4 mRNA concentrations
were below the detection limit irrespective of the genotype and
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t test.
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FIG 3 Characterization of myeloid cells in the brain parenchyma 24 h after induction of meningitis. (A to C) Percoll-isolated cells were subjected to FACS. (A)
Activated myeloid cells from the brains of wild-type mice and RAG-1-deficient mice were gated as the CD11b� CD45high population (left panels) and analyzed
for Gr1 expression (right panels, representative examples). Activated microglia and macrophages were identified as CD11b� CD45high Gr1dim cells, while
CD11b� CD45high Gr1high cells represent granulocytes. (B) Retrieved number of activated microglia/macrophages and granulocytes per cerebral hemisphere in
wild-type and RAG-1-deficient mice, measured as outlined in panel A. Left hemispheres of two to four animals were pooled per sample, and the cell counts were
corrected for the number of animals per pool. Graphs depict means and standard deviations. Statistical significance was determined using Student t tests. (C and
D) Activation state of leukocytes in the parenchyma of Pam3CysSK4-challenged mice. (C) Frequency distribution of CD45 staining intensity of CD11b� myeloid
cells in the brain parenchyma of C57BL/6 mice (wild type) and RAG-1-deficient mice (RAG-1�/�). Two representative samples are shown. (D) Frequency
distribution of CD45 staining intensity of CD11b� Gr1dim microglia/macrophages in the brain parenchyma of C57BL/6 mice (wild type) and RAG-1-deficient
mice (RAG-1�/�). Two representative samples are shown. (E and F) Morphology of CD11b� microglia/macrophages in the fascia dentata region of wild-type
mice (E) and RAG-1-deficient mice (F) 24 h after stimulation with Pam3CysSK4. Original magnification, �400.
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treatment group. In isolated microglia and macrophages from the
brain parenchyma, increased expression of IL-10 and TGF-	
mRNAs during meningeal inflammation was observed in RAG-1-
deficient mice but not in wild-type mice. Moreover, the base-
line expression of IL-10, TGF-	, and Foxp3 mRNAs was in-
creased in the brains of naive RAG1-deficient mice, while their
baseline expression of IFN-
 was slightly reduced. These find-
ings support the concept of microglia/macrophage polariza-
tion toward acquired deactivation in RAG-1-deficient mice.
Thus, the absence of lymphocytes in RAG-1-deficient mice ap-
pears to result in compartment-specific effects: in the sub-
arachnoid space of RAG-1-deficient mice, a proinflammatory
shift induced by IFN-
 leads to an increased ratio of CSF neu-

trophils versus monocytes/macrophages, whereas in the paren-
chyma, a more immunosuppressive cytokine environment has
the opposite effect.

The increased density of activated microglia and macrophages
in RAG-1-deficient mice was paralleled by a significantly higher
expression of CCL2 mRNA by these cells. CCL2 signaling is criti-
cally involved in the recruitment of inflammatory monocytes
from the bloodstream during meningitis (30) and promotes the
migration and proliferation of microglia (31). However, CCL2 per
se does not induce the production of proinflammatory cytokines
in microglia (31), indicating that additional signals may be re-
quired to determine a pro- versus anti-inflammatory phenotype
of microglia and monocytes.
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FIG 4 Impact of RAG-1 deficiency on cytokine and chemokine mRNA levels 24 h after induction of meningitis in wild-type C57BL/6 mice and RAG-1-deficient
mice. Quantitative real-time PCR was performed using hypoxanthinguanine-phosphoribosyltransferase (A) or beta-actin (B to G) as housekeeping genes. (A)
Expression of interleukin-10 (IL-10), gamma interferon (IFN-
), transforming growth factor 	 (TGF-	), forkhead box P3 (Foxp3), and tumor necrosis factor
alpha-related ligand (TRAIL) mRNAs in cerebellar tissue lysates. Regulation is shown relative to nonstimulated controls of the same genotype using the ��CT

method. (B to D) Activated microglia/macrophages were isolated from cerebral tissue as CD11b� CD45high cells using FACS and studied for the expression of
IL-10 mRNA (B), as well as for the regulation of TGF-	 mRNA (C) and CCL2 mRNA (D). (E to G) CD11b� myeloid cells were isolated from the CSF and studied
for the regulation of IL-10 mRNA (E), CCL2 mRNA (F), and CXCL1 mRNA (G) relative to controls. Graphs depict mean values and standard deviations.
Statistical significance was examined using Student t tests. The detection limit was set at 40 PCR cycles. In panels B and G, negative results are marked with an
“n.d.” (not detected), and expression levels are shown as 1/�CT.
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Other than in the periphery, regulatory T cells are not thought
to act as a relevant source of IL-10 and TGF-	 during acute CNS
inflammation. Instead, IL-10 production has been reported in mi-
croglia and astrocytes in response to bacterial compounds, sug-
gesting paracrine or autocrine effects (32). In line with our find-
ings, RAG-1-deficient mice were previously reported to display an
increased production of IL-10 by microglia and relative neuropro-
tection in chronic Borrelia turicatae infection (33). Lymphocytes
could therefore play an essential role in the parenchyma by shift-
ing the balance from immunoregulatory microglia polarization
and neuroprotection toward a more neurotoxic phenotype, in-
volving the downregulation of IL-10.

Taken together, our findings suggest novel regulatory func-
tions of lymphocytes in early TLR2-dependent meningitis, which
include compartment-specific modulation of the cytokine envi-
ronment, polarization of microglia and macrophages, control of
neutrophil accumulation, and ultimately clinical impairment and
neuronal damage. The precise role of lymphocyte subsets needs to
be addressed in further studies.
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