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Abstract

Right ventricular (RV) function is the predominant determinant
of survival in patients with pulmonary arterial hypertension
(PAH). In preclinical models, pharmacological activation of BMP
(bone morphogenetic protein) signaling with FK506 (tacrolimus)
improved RV function by decreasing RV afterload. FK506
therapy further stabilized three patients with end-stage PAH.
Whether FK506 has direct effects on the pressure-overloaded
right ventricle is yet unknown. We hypothesized that increasing
cardiac BMP signaling with FK506 improves RV structure and
function in a model of fixed RV afterload after pulmonary artery
banding (PAB). Direct cardiac effects of FK506 on the
microvasculature and RV fibrosis were studied after surgical PAB
in wild-type and heterozygous Bmpr2 mutant mice. RV function
and strain were assessed longitudinally via cardiac magnetic
resonance imaging during continuous FK506 infusion. Genetic
lineage tracing of endothelial cells (ECs) was performed to assess
the contribution of ECs to fibrosis. Molecular mechanistic studies

were performed in human cardiac fibroblasts and ECs. In mice,
low BMP signaling in the right ventricle exaggerated PAB-
induced RV fibrosis. FK506 therapy restored cardiac BMP
signaling, reduced RV fibrosis in a BMP-dependent manner
independent from its immunosuppressive effect, preserved RV
capillarization, and improved RV function and strain over the
time course of disease. Endothelial mesenchymal transition was a
rare event and did not significantly contribute to cardiac fibrosis
after PAB. Mechanistically, FK506 required ALK1 in human
cardiac fibroblasts as a BMPR2 co-receptor to reduce TGFb1-
induced proliferation and collagen production. Our study
demonstrates that increasing cardiac BMP signaling with FK506
improves RV structure and function independent from its
previously described beneficial effects on pulmonary vascular
remodeling.
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Clinical Relevance

This is the first study to report a direct
beneficial effect of FK506 on right
ventricular structure and function.
Pharmacological activation of BMP (bone
morphogenetic protein) signaling with
FK506 targets the underlying pathological
remodeling processes in the pulmonary
vasculature of patients with pulmonary
arterial hypertension and, at the same
time, directly improves right ventricular
structure and function. This beneficial
effect of FK506 on the right ventricle
could be relevant not only for patients
with pulmonary arterial hypertension but
also in other diseases in which the right
ventricle at risk for failure, such as
congenital heart disease or group 2–4
pulmonary hypertension.

Pulmonary arterial hypertension
(PAH) is a devastating disease
characterized by a progressive occlusive
pulmonary vasculopathy of small
pulmonary arterioles that causes a
persistent increase in right ventricular
(RV) afterload, RV failure, and ultimately
death in most patients (1, 2). A small
subgroup of patients with PAH, however,
is able to compensate for the persistent
increase in afterload with RV hypertrophy
and preserved RV function without RV
failure (3). Why these patients are capable
of adapting to high increases in afterload
is unknown, but it suggests that there are
genetic mechanisms and signaling
pathways that can be pharmacologically
targeted to intrinsically strengthen
the RV and prevent RV failure
in PAH.

Patients with heritable PAH due to
germline mutations in the BMPR2 (BMP
[bone morphogenetic protein] receptor type
2) gene present with worse RV function than
patients with idiopathic PAH despite
comparable RV afterload (4), pointing
toward intrinsic RV abnormalities caused by
reduced BMP signaling. Preclinically,
abnormal calcium handling (5) and lipid
metabolism in cardiomyocytes (6) were
reported in BMPR2mutants, and increasing
BMP signaling with recombinant BMP6
directly reduced cardiac fibrosis in the left
ventricle through the inhibition of fibroblast
activation and endothelial cell conversion

toward a mesenchymal, profibrotic fate, also
called endothelial-to-mesenchymal transition
(EndMT) (7). We have previously shown
that increasing BMP signaling with low-dose
FK506 reversed pulmonary vascular
remodeling and improved RV function in
two complementary PAH animal models (8),
stabilized three patients with end-stage PAH
(9), and was well tolerated and safe in
a larger cohort of patients with stable PAH
(10). However, whether FK506 has a direct
effect on the RVmyocardium remains
unknown because all observed
improvements in RV function are—at least
in part—a direct consequence of the reduced
pulmonary vascular resistance in these
models.

Identifying ways to improve RV
adaptation to an increased afterload would
not only be important in PAH but also in
other diseases in which the right ventricle is
uniquely at risk, such as in congenital heart
diseases with right-sided obstructive lesions
(tetralogy of Fallot, pulmonary atresia, and
pulmonary stenosis), in patients with
systemic right ventricles (transposition of
great arteries), and in patients with group
2–4 pulmonary hypertension (11–14).

In the current study, we sought to
investigate the effects of FK506 on RV
structure and function in a mouse model of
fixed RV afterload through surgical
pulmonary artery banding (PAB) (15),
mimicking pulmonary stenosis, in which
direct cardiac effects can be studied without
interfering afterload alterations in the
pulmonary vasculature. We hypothesized
that increasing BMP signaling with low-dose
FK506 at the time when disease is established
improves RV function through the inhibition
of pathological remodeling processes directly
in the RVmyocardium. The data herein are
the first to demonstrate a direct
cardioprotective effect of FK506 through
BMP pathway activation independent of
immunosuppression, and they support
FK506 as a potentially beneficial therapeutic
strategy for RV adaptation in diseases
characterized by increased RV afterload, such
as pulmonary hypertension and congenital
heart disease with right-sided obstructive
lesions.

Methods

Additional details on the METHODS for making
the measurements in this study are provided
in a data supplement.

Study Approval
All animal experiments were performed in
accordance with theGuide for Care and Use
of Laboratory Animals published by the
National Research Council. The
experimental procedures were approved by
local authorities (Administrative Panel on
Laboratory Animal Care at Stanford,
protocols #27626 and #29539). All
experiments were conducted in a blinded
fashion whenever possible (i.e., cardiac
magnetic resonance [CMR] imaging,
hemodynamic measurements, or histological
analysis), and interobserver variability was
assessed for CMR image analysis.

PAB and Therapeutic Intervention
Male Bmpr2 heterozygous mice (Bmpr21/–)
(16), littermate control mice (Bmpr21/1),
and C57Bl6/J mice (10–14 wk of age)
underwent either sham surgery or PAB
around a 24-G needle as described previously
(15). Only male mice were used to reduce
experimental variability after PAB. All mice
preemptively received 0.05–0.1 mg/mg body
weight buprenorphine subcutaneously before
continuous isoflurane (2–3%) anesthesia
during surgery. Only animals with moderate
pulmonary artery stenosis (peak pressure
gradient across the pulmonary band: 20–35
mmHg at 1 week after surgery by echo
Doppler) were included in the study protocol
(15). Animals were randomly assigned to
either low-dose FK506 (0.05 mg/kg/d), high-
dose FK506 (1 mg/kg/d), BMPR2 inhibitor
LDN-193189 (2.5 mg/kg/d), or cyclosporine
(25 mg/kg/d)—as well as the respective
combinations—or vehicle, administered
subcutaneously through an osmotic
minipump (Alzet) starting either
preventively at the day of surgery or
therapeutically 1 week after surgery for an
additional 6–7 weeks.

CMR Imaging and Intracardiac
Catheterization
Cardiac imaging was performed on a 7T
magnetic resonance imaging system (Bruker)
equipped with a BioSpec 70/30 Ultra
Shielded and Refrigerated (USR)
SuperconductingMagnet System in supine
position under continuous isoflurane
anesthesia (1–2%). Electrocardiogram and
end-expiratory gating were performed
during image acquisition, and ventricular
volumetric and functional analyses were
performed offline using commercially
available software. Ventricular end-diastolic
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Figure 1. Low BMP (bone morphogenetic protein) signaling exaggerates right ventricular (RV) fibrosis under pressure overload conditions.
(A) Male heterozygous Bmpr2 (BMP receptor type 2) mice (BMPR21/–) and littermate control mice (BMPR21/1) underwent sham surgery or
moderate pulmonary artery banding (PAB) (around a 24-G needle) for 7 weeks. (B) Gene expression analysis of Bmpr2 and Id1 confirmed
reduced BMP signaling in the right ventricle in response to PAB, to concentrations comparable with those of BMPR21/– mice. (C and D)
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and end-systolic contours were manually
traced in the axial view for each slice. RV
ejection fraction (RVEF) was determined
using the modified Simpson’s rule.

Closed-chest intracardiac
catheterization was performed in a blinded
manner as described elsewhere (17).
Terminally, all mice were killed by
exsanguination, and the right ventricles were
dissected for tissue weight measurements.

Graded Treadmill Exercise
Exercise testing was performed in a blinded
manner using a rodent treadmill (Columbus
Instruments) and a ramped exercise protocol
(18) before intracardiac catheterization and
tissue harvest.

Histomorphology
Formalin-fixed, dehydrated, paraffin-
embedded, and ultimately sectioned (3-mm)
cardiac tissues were stained with either
Masson’s trichrome stain, wheat germ
agglutinin, or isolectin B4 as described
previously (18). RV fibrosis was quantified by
ImageJ intensity image analysis software. In
cross-sections, cardiomyocyte surface areas
were quantified by distance measurements
(ImageJ image analysis software), and
isolectin B4–positive vessels were assessed as
the ratio of counted vessels to cardiomyocyte
number. Vimentin expression was
determined by either immunohistochemistry
or immunofluorescence using a specific
antibody (ab92547; Abcam) on paraffin or
vibratome (300-mm) sections.

Cell Culture
Human cardiac fibroblasts (hCFs; C-12375;
Promocell) were subcultured in a 1:4 ratio in
fibroblast growthmedium (C-23130;
Promocell) and treated with TGFb1 (5 ng/ml)
plus/minus FK506 (15 ng/ml) or the BMPR2
inhibitor LDN-193189 (500 nM) for 24 hours.

Human coronary artery endothelial cells
(C-12221; Promocell) were grown in
endothelial cell culture growth medium (C-
22110; Promocell) supplemented with
penicillin/streptomycin on gelatin-coated cell
culture dishes and subcultured at a 1:3 ratio.

TGFb1 (10 ng/ml) and IL1b (10 ng/ml) were
added to the culture medium for 4
consecutive days, either in the presence or in
the absence of FK506 (15 ng/ml) or LDN-
193189 (500 nM).

Mouse ventricular cardiomyocytes were
freshly isolated fromBMPR21/– and
BMPR21/1 mice as described previously (19).
Briefly, animals were anesthetized, and the
heart was quickly removed from the chest and
retrogradely perfused through the aorta at
constant pressure with a Ca21-free buffer
supplemented with collagenase type B (0.5mg/
ml), collagenase type D (0.5mg/ml) and
protease type XIV (0.02mg/ml) for enzymatic
tissue digestion. After cell washing and
concentration inHEPES-buffered solution (1
mMCaCl2, 137mMNaCl, 5.4mMKCl, 15
mMdextrose, 1.3mMMgSO4, 1.2mM
NaH2PO4, 20mMHEPES, pH 7.4), singular
isolated cardiomyocytes were loaded with 0.5
mM fura 2-acetoxymethyl ester (Molecular
Probes) for 15minutes for Ca21 transient
measurements. Cells were excited at 340 nm
and 380 nm, continuously alternated, with
background corrections at 510 nm.

Genetic Endothelial Lineage Labeling
and Cell Tracing
Male Tg(Pdgfb-icre/ERT2)1Frut mice were
crossed to female mice homozygous for the
Cre reporter B6.Cg-
Gt(ROSA)26Sortm14(CAG-tdTomato)Hze/J
to generate Pdgfb-CreERT2; tdTomato1/–

mice (20). Male Pdgfb-CreERT2; tdTomato1/–

mice received 4mg tamoxifen
intraperitoneally on two consecutive days to
induce Cre recombinase activation and
endothelial cell labeling. Four weeks later,
those mice underwent either sham surgery or
PAB. PAB-challengedmice were randomly
assigned to either placebo or FK506 treatment
(0.05mg/kg/d s.c. through an osmotic pump;
Alzet) starting at the day of surgery for an
additional 3 weeks.

Statistics
All data are presented as mean6 SEM.
Statistical analyses were performed in
GraphPad Prism 8 software using unpaired
two-tailed Student’s t test for comparison of

two groups, one-way ANOVA for
comparison of more than two groups, or
two-way ANOVAwhen comparing two
conditions, followed by Tukey’s post hoc
analysis. Pearson’s linear correlation was
assessed when appropriate. Statistical
significance was considered for P, 0.05.
Principal component (PC) analysis was
performed on the combined dataset of z-
score–normalized myocardial mechanics
(derived byMR feature tracking) to evaluate
clustering between the placebo-treated group
and all other groups after a transformation
along the first three PCs.

Results

Low BMP Signaling Exaggerates RV
Fibrosis in Response to Chronic RV
Pressure Overload
We used the PABmouse model, which is
characterized by a fixed RV afterload due to
surgical stenosis of the main pulmonary
artery. In this model, compensatory RV
hypertrophy is established within the first
week, followed by a progressive decline in
cardiac function with impaired exercise
capacity and prominent signs of RV failure,
such as septal flattening, RV dilatation, and
activation of the fetal gene program, within
7–8 weeks after disease commencement (15,
18). In the PABmodel, we first assessed
whether low BMP signaling in the right
ventricle predisposes to an impaired
adaptation to chronic RV pressure overload
as data from patients with hereditary PAH
and a BMPR2mutation would suggest (4).
Mice heterozygous for Bmpr2 (Bmpr21/–)
(16) and Bmpr21/1 littermate control mice
underwent PAB to induce chronic RV
pressure overload or sham control surgery.
No disease-related mortality was observed,
and all endpoints were assessed 7 weeks after
surgery (Figure 1A). Gene expression
analyses for Bmpr2 and one of its
downstream signaling targets, Id1, confirmed
reduced BMP signaling in the right ventricle
of Bmpr21/–mice compared with control
mice, suggesting low BMP pathway activity
at baseline (Figure 1B). On a histological

Figure 1. (Continued ). Histological analyses via staining against wheat germ agglutinin and quantification of cardiomyocyte area demonstrated
cellular hypertrophy after PAB independent from BMP signaling (C) together with PAB-induced rarefaction of capillaries as assessed by the ratio
of capillaries to cardiomyocytes in isolectin B4 staining (D). (E and F) Masson’s trichrome stain demonstrated collagen accumulation in
interstitial and perivascular regions (E) together with increased vimentin1 fibroblasts (F). (G) Picrosirius red stain confirms collagen
accumulation in interstitium. n 5 3 sham-operated animals; n 5 5–8 PAB mice. Two-way ANOVA followed by Tukey’s multiple comparison test.
#P , 0.05 versus sham and $P , 0.05 versus BMPR21/1. Scale bars: C and D, 100 mm; E–G, 200 mm.
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level, chronic RV pressure overload
provoked RV cardiomyocyte hypertrophy
(cardiomyocyte surface area, Figure 1C) and
reductions in RV capillarization (capillaries/
cardiomyocytes, Figure 1D) independent
from Bmpr2 expression after PAB. RV
fibrosis, characterized by increased collagen
amounts (percentage RV collagen, Masson’s
trichrome, and Picrosirius red stain, Figures
1E and 1G) and fibroblast accumulation
(Vimentin staining, Figure 1F), was
increased in Bmpr21/– animals compared
with littermates after PAB (Figures 1E–1G).
In addition to fibrosis, mechanisms such as
metabolic limitations or changes in calcium
cycling have been previously described as
contributing factors to functional RV
impairment (5, 6). Although we did not
observe lipid accumulation in
cardiomyocytes or an increased expression of
the fatty acid transporter Cd36 in BMPR21/–

mice as previously described in BMPR2
mutant mice (6), we demonstrated that key
enzymes regulating fatty acid metabolism,
triglyceride (TG) synthasesDgat1
(diacylglycerolO-acyltransferase 1) and
Dgat2 (diacylglycerolO-acyltransferase 2)
expression were reduced after PAB inWT
animals yet not in Bmpr26 animals,
suggesting an increased TG synthesis and
turnover, which has been linked to impaired
myocardial energetics or contractile function
(21) (Figure E1 in the data supplement).

Furthermore, we observed that
Bmpr21/–mice not only possess an altered
response to PAB but also show a reduced
exercise capacity in an incremental ramp
treadmill exercise protocol at baseline
(Figure E2). We provide evidence for
impaired cardiomyocyte calcium handling as
a consequence of low BMP signaling,
evidenced by an increased basal intracellular
calcium concentration, reduced calcium
uptake during contraction, and delayed
calcium release during relaxation (Figure E2)
in cardiomyocytes isolated form Bmpr21/–

mice at baseline. Thus, reduced BMP
signaling results in an impaired
cardiopulmonary response to different
external cardiac stresses such as increased

RV afterload as well as exercise via multiple
pathomechanisms and different cell types.

FK506 Therapy Increases BMP
Signaling, Improves RV
Capillarization, and Reduces RV
Fibrosis in an Animal Model of
Chronic RV Pressure Overload
We next assessed whether increasing BMP
signaling with FK506 directly affects RV
adaptation to chronic RV pressure overload
independent from its documented beneficial
effects on the pulmonary vasculature (8).
Given the fixed, surgically induced
pulmonary stenosis in the PABmouse
model, all observed therapeutic effects of
FK506 on the RVmyocardium would be
independent from the previously shown
FK506 effects on lowering pulmonary
vascular resistance. Treatment with low-dose
FK506 (0.05 mg/kg/d s.c. via an osmotic mini
pump) was initiated at 1 week after PAB
when compensatory hypertrophy was
established, and animals were killed after an
additional 7 weeks of treatment (Figure 2A).
No disease-related mortality within the
experimental groups was observed.

FK506 therapy significantly increased
BMPR2 protein concentrations in the right
ventricle after PAB (Figures 2B and E9) and
increased gene expression of its major
downstream signaling target Id1 (Figure 2C)
but did not increase BMPR2 gene expression
itself. FK506 reduced expression of Smurf1
(Smad ubiquitination regulatory factor 1)—a
ubiquitin ligase shown to be a negative
regulator of BMP signaling by inducing
lysosomal degradation of BMPR2 (22)—
thereby pointing to a potential mechanism
by which FK506 might increase BMPR2
protein concentrations (by reducing BMPR2
degradation) (Figure 2C). Furthermore,
FK506 reduced expression of ACTA1 (actin
a 1) andMHCb (myosin heavy chain
b)/MHCa (myosin heavy chain a) ratio,
markers of the fetal gene program seen in
heart failure (23, 24). On a structural level,
increasing BMP signaling with FK506 had no
effect on PAB-induced RV cardiomyocyte
hypertrophy (cardiomyocyte surface area,

Figure 2D) but preserved the RV capillary
vasculature (capillaries/cardiomyocytes,
Figure 3E) and significantly reduced RV
fibrosis as assessed by total RV collagen
content (Figures 2F and 2H) and
accumulation of fibroblasts (Figure 2G).

Treatment with FK506 Directly
Improves RV Function in an Animal
Model of Chronic RV
Pressure Overload
Next, we assessed the effects of FK506 on RV
function using gold-standard, noninvasive
CMR imaging in a longitudinal fashion,
followed by terminal intracardiac
catheterization (Figure 3A). Peak pressure
gradient measurements across the pulmonary
artery band revealed a comparable degree of
stenosis among both PAB groups before
treatment initiation (Figure 3B). Signs of
remodeling, including RV free-wall
hypertrophy and dilatation, were prevalent at
1 week after PAB, confirming established
remodeling before treatment commencement
(Figure 3C). Using this timeline, we therefore
aimed to assess the effect of FK506 on
preventing progression fromRV hypertrophy
to RV failure in this experiment. AtWeek 7,
PAB-challenged placebo-treated animals
presented with compression of the left
ventricle, septal flattening, and severe RV
dilatation, which was attenuated by FK506
therapy (Figure 3D). FK506 had no effect on
RV hypertrophy, assessed ex vivo via Fulton’s
index (the Fulton index is defined as: RV/LV
[left ventricular]1 S [septal] weight,
Figure 3E), and RV systolic pressure,
measured via closed-chest RV catheterization
(Figure 3F), both important tomaintain RV
coupling against the fixed increased afterload.
Longitudinal CMR imaging uncovered
improvements in RV end-diastolic volume,
RV stroke volume, and RVEF over the time
course of maintained RV pressure overload
when PAB-challenged animals received
FK506 therapy, whereas cardiac output
showed only a trend toward improvement
(Figures 3G–3J). As animals had variable
baseline right ventricular end-diastolic volume
(RVEDV), stroke volume (SV), and RVEF at

Figure 2. (Continued). (myosin heavy chain a) gene expression in the hypertrophied right ventricle (C). (D) Wheat germ agglutinin staining
further revealed PAB-induced RV cardiomyocyte hypertrophy independent from FK506 therapy. (E) Isolectin B4 staining of RV capillaries
showed an increased capillary:cardiomyocyte ratio, demonstrating that FK506 preserved the RV vasculature after PAB. (F and G) In addition,
Masson’s trichrome staining revealed reduced PAB-induced collagen accumulation in the right ventricle (F) together with reduced vimentin1
fibroblasts (G) when animals received FK506 therapy. (H) Picrosirius red stain confirms collagen accumulation in interstitium n 5 3 sham-operated
mice per group; n 5 6 PAB mice per group. Two-way ANOVA followed by Tukey’s multiple comparison post hoc test. #P , 0.05, ##P , 0.01, and
####P , 0.001 versus sham. $P , 0.05 and $$$P , 0.001 versus placebo. Scale bars: F–H, 200 mm; D and E, 100 mm. ns = not significant.
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Figure 3. Treatment with FK506 improves RV function under chronic pressure overload conditions. (A) Male C57Bl6 mice underwent sham
surgery or moderated PAB (around a 24-G needle) and received either placebo or FK506 (0.05 mg/kg/d via osmotic minipump) at week1 after
surgery for additional 6 weeks. (B) Echocardiographic measurement of the PPG across the PA band before treatment commencement
demonstrated a comparable degree of stenosis among both PAB groups. (C) CMR imaging confirmed hypertrophic RV remodeling 1 week after
PAB. (D–F) FK506 therapy reduced septal flattening and compression of the left ventricle (LV) after PAB as compared with placebo control (D)
without changes in RV free-wall hypertrophy, assessed via Fulton’s index (right ventricular [RV]/left ventricular [LV] 1 septal [S] weight) (E) or
RVSP (F). (G–J) During the time course of pressure overload, FK506 attenuated the decrease in RV EDV (G) and increased RV SV (H), CO (I),
and RVEF (J). (K–N) Strain imaging (K) further demonstrated increased RV deformation in radial (L), circumferential (M), and longitudinal
(N) direction. (O) Principal component (PC) analysis was used to reduce 20 metrics of myocardial strain in both ventricles to three PCs, which
showed that FK506-treated PAB animals cluster from placebo-treated PAB mice along PC1 scores, demonstrating that multiple indices of
cardiac performance improve with FK506 treatment. n 5 4–6 animals per group. Two-way ANOVA followed by Tukey’s multiple comparison post
hoc analysis. #P , 0.05 versus sham.
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1 week, we chose to present the change of
parameters compared withWeek 1 to reflect
an FK506 treatment response. The absolute
values, as documented in the supplement
(Figure E3), confirm an increase in RV stroke
volume as well as RVEF in the PAB1FK506
versus PABmice, whereas the absolute
RVEDVs were unchanged in both groups.
These findings were accompanied by regional
deformation improvements in radial,
circumferential, and longitudinal directions of
strain and displacement, confirming an
improved RV performance in these mice
(Figures 3K–3N). PC analysis was used to
reduce 20metrics of myocardial strain in both
ventricles to three PCs, which showed that
FK506-treated PAB animals clustered from
placebo-treated PABmice along PC1 scores
(Figure 3O), whereas PAB1FK506, sham,
and sham1FK506 animals clustered together.
This demonstrated that PAB changed
interventricular cardiac contractile mechanics
relative to sham control animals, which was
improved by FK506 therapy.

FK506 Administration Reduces RV
Fibrosis through Increasing BMP
Signaling Rather Than
Immunosuppression
Given that FK506 at higher doses has
prominent immunosuppressive potential, we
tested whether the observed beneficial effects
of low-dose FK506 therapy on RV structure
and function are BMP dependent or
secondarily caused by systemic
immunosuppression. As a tool to selectively
inhibit BMP signaling, we treatedmice with
the BMP inhibitor LDN-193189 (25, 26).
Chronic BMP pathway inhibition with LDN-
193189 in the healthy heart had neither an
effect on RV capillarization nor on RV fibrosis
(Figure E4). As previously shown, low-dose
FK506 therapy (0.05 mg/kg/d) improved RV

capillarization, yet concomitant LDN-193189
administration (2.5 mg/kg/d) did not reduce
the beneficial effect, suggesting either that
FK506 improves RV capillarization in a BMP-
independent manner or that inhibition of
BMP signaling with LDN-193189 was
incomplete (Figures 4A–4D).
Immunosuppression with cyclosporine (25
mg/kg/d), a calcineurin inhibitor that differs
from FK506 in that it does not bind to
FKBP12 (8) and therefore does not target
BMP signaling, did not improve PAB-induced
vascular rarefaction (Figures 4A–4D). Low-
dose FK506 significantly reduced the
development of RV fibrosis, whereas high-
dose FK506 administration (1 mg/kg/d) was
less effective in reducing RV fibrosis (Figures
4C and 4E). The reduced efficacy of FK506 on
RV fibrosis with additional LDN-193189
treatment suggests that the antifibrotic effect
of FK506 is partly BMP dependent rather
than being a result of FK506-induced
immunosuppression. This is supported by the
finding that chronic immunosuppression with
cyclosporine further increased RV fibrosis
compared with placebo-treated PAB animals.

FK506 Reduces Cardiac Fibroblast
Proliferation and Collagen Production
and Preserves Endothelial Cell
Function in a BMP-Dependent Manner
On a cellular level, we provide evidence in
primary hCFs that FK506 blocked TGFb1-
induced proliferation (Figure 5A), reduced
extracellular matrix molecules COL1A1
(Figure 5B) and COL3A1 (Figure 5C),
and decreasedACTA2 expression,
which is required for contractile
function (Figure 5D), all in a BMP-
dependent manner. We show that FK506
increased BMP signaling (even under
conditions of TGFb pathway activation)
independent from BMPR2 expression levels,

as evidenced by increased ID1 gene expression
(Figures 5E and 5F). Mechanistically, siRNA-
mediated gene silencing revealed that ALK1
is the BMPR2 co-receptor required tomediate
the antifibrotic effects of FK506 in hCFs
(Figures E5A, E5B and E5E), as FK506 was
not able to reduce TGFb-induced COL1A1
expression in ALK1-deficient cells. We also
showed that FK506 was able to reduce IL4-
induced COL3A1 expression in hCFs—with
IL4 being a BMP/TGFb independent
stimulus—again in an ALK1-dependent
manner (Figures E5C and E5D).

In human cardiac endothelial cells,
FK506 improved tube formation capacity
after TGFb11IL-1b treatment (Figure 5G),
similar to our in vivo observations of
preserved capillary numbers and reduced
COL1A1 expression (Figure 5H). This was
accompanied by maintained endothelial
CD31 expression (Figure 5I), suggesting
preservation of endothelial cell fate. This
notion was further supported by
morphologic analyses and immunostaining
for endothelial (CD31 and vWF) and
mesenchymal (FN1) markers (Figure E6). In
contrast to hCFs, FK506 treatment increased
BMP signaling in human cardiac endothelial
cells by increasing both BMPR2 and ID1
expression (Figures 5J and 5K), pointing
toward cell type–specific regulatory
mechanisms of FK506 that control BMP
pathway activity in the heart.

FK506 Inhibits Cardiac Endothelial
Cell Transition toward Fibroblast-like
Cells That Minimally Contribute to
Pressure Overload–induced RV
Fibrosis In Vivo
To address whether endothelium-derived
cells in the right ventricle transition toward a
mesenchymal profibrotic fate upon PAB, as
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our in vitro findings and data focusing on the
pressure-overloaded left ventricle suggest (7),
and thereby contribute to vascular
rarefaction and fibrosis, we performed
genetic endothelial lineage labeling followed

by cell fate mapping using Pdgfb-CreERT2;
tdTomato1/– transgenic mice. In these
animals, cardiac endothelial cells and their
progeny were genetically marked through
tdTomato expression upon tamoxifen-

induced recombination 4 weeks before sham
surgery or PAB (Week24) to exclude de
novo cell labeling caused by residual
tamoxifen at the time of surgery. FK506
therapy was initiated directly after disease
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induction to increase BMP signaling in the
right ventricle at the time when resident
fibroblasts are activated and fibrosis develops
(Week 0) and was continued for additional 3
weeks (Week 3) until RV fibrosis was
established (Figure 6A). Cell sorting at the
time before surgery revealed tdTomato
labeling in.98% of endothelial cells
(CD311CD452) isolated from the right
ventricle, demonstrating effective genetic
endothelial cell labeling via this approach
(Figure 6B). This finding was further
supported by endothelium-specific
costaining of isolectin B4 and tdTomato in
capillaries and larger blood vessels of the RV
free wall without labeling of epicardium or
endocardium, excluding epicardial and
endocardial contributions to endothelial cell
conversion (Figure 6C). Three weeks after
PAB, patchy areas of fibroblast
accumulation, defined as Vim1IB42 cells,
in interstitial and perivascular regions of the
RV free wall were apparent without obvious
tdTomato colabeling (Figures 6D and E7),
suggesting a nonendothelial cell origin of the
Vim1IB42mesenchymal cells.
Quantification of EndMT events in
perivascular and interstitial fibrotic areas
(Figure 6E) further supported this finding, as
only a minority of cells (,5% of lineage-
labeled endothelial cells, Figure 6F)
transitioned toward a mesenchymal fate or
acquired a mesenchymal expression profile,
evidenced by Vim1IB4-tdTomato1
labeling. Of note, EndMT events occurred
predominantly in cells located at the
branching point of capillaries in nonfibrotic
interstitial regions (Figures 6E and E8).
These rare transitioned cells at the observed
time point did not contribute to capillary
tube formation. Treatment with FK506
further reduced rare EndMT events (Figure
6F) and, importantly, reduced type 1 collagen
accumulation in the pressure-overloaded
right ventricle (Figure 6G), again confirming
the antifibrotic potential of FK506 therapy.

Taken together, we propose that FK506
rebalances TGFb/BMP signaling directly in

the pressure-overloaded right ventricle by
increasing BMP signaling, reduces collagen
production and proliferation of cardiac
fibroblasts, and inhibits the rare event of
endothelial fate conversion, leading to reduced
RV fibrosis, preserved RV capillarization, and,
most important, better RV function (Figure 7).

Discussion

The results of the present study demonstrate
that FK506 reduces RV fibrosis in a BMP-
dependent manner independent from
immunosuppression, preserves the RV
vasculature, and, importantly, improves RV
function over the time course of maintained
RV pressure overload. Mechanistically, we
show that FK506 requires ALK1 as a BMPR2
co-receptor to rebalance TGFb/BMP
signaling and thereby reduces
hyperproliferation and decreases collagen
production of human cardiac fibroblasts. In
human cardiac endothelial cells, FK506
improves endothelial cell function and
reduces collagen production and EndMT.
Despite these findings in cell culture, EndMT
in response to chronic RV pressure overload
in vivo is a rather rare event and does not
significantly contribute to RV fibrosis. To
our knowledge, this study is the first
description of a direct beneficial effect of
FK506 on RV structure and function by
increasing BMP signaling. We provide
evidence that therapies that increase BMP
signaling are a promising strategy to help the
right ventricle adapt in the presence of a
persistent RV afterload, such as in untreated
PAH as well as in congenital heart disease
with right-sided obstructive lesions,
especially in diseases in which the right
ventricle is not the primary cause of heart
failure.

Previous data from our laboratory have
shown that low-dose FK506 stabilizes RV
function in patients with end-stage PAHwho
were treated on a compassionate basis (9),
yet no efficacy trial has been performed to

support the benefit of FK506 in patients with
PAH up to this point. A recent safety and
tolerability trial, however, demonstrated that
low-dose FK506 was well tolerated, with a
good safety profile (10). This is encouraging,
as antifibrotic drugs intended for heart
failure therapy often had limited clinical use
in the past because effective cardiac dosing
often caused noncardiac toxic events (27).
Here, we report that continuous
subcutaneous FK506 infusion to mice
increased BMPR2 protein expression directly
in the RVmyocardium together with
evidence of increased BMP downstream
signaling through its major signaling target
Id1, demonstrating effective cardiac dosing
in mice, without noncardiac toxicity signals.
This is in line with our finding that low-dose
FK506 effectively increases BMP signaling in
the diseased pulmonary vasculature and in
peripheral blood mononuclear cells
(PBMCs) (8).

In our PABmodel, we describe RV
fibrosis of up to 7–10% collagen
accumulation in interstitial and perivascular
regions of the RV free wall—similar to that of
patients with end-stage PAH (28, 29)—and
document that low-dose FK506 is able to
reduce RV fibrosis. The physiological and
pathophysiological relevance of cardiac
fibrosis in the pressure-overloaded right
ventricle is unknown (30), and, therefore,
cardiac fibrosis as a therapeutic target is
controversially discussed (31–33). Although
the development of fibrosis initially serves as
RV adaptation to normalize wall stress,
excessive fibrosis in the long run leads to
diastolic dysfunction that frequently
progresses to combined systolic/diastolic
dysfunction (34). Interestingly, patients with
congenital heart disease and Eisenmenger
physiology present with less cardiac fibrosis
at the time of transplantation compared with
patients with PAH, which may be causal for
a better diastolic function in this patient
group (30). Along these lines, increased miR-
21 concentrations in the right ventricle and
peripheral blood correlated with the degree

Figure 5. (Continued). manner, as coadministration of LDN-193189 attenuated the FK506 effects. (E and F) FK506 had no effect on BMPR2 gene
and protein expression (E) but restored ID1 gene expression in TGFb1-treated cells (F), demonstrating effective BMP pathway activation. n 5 3
experiments. One-way ANOVA followed by Tukey’s multiple comparison post hoc test. #P , 0.05 versus unstimulated control. *P , 0.05 versus
TGFb1. $P , 0.05 versus LDN. (G–I) Stimulation of human coronary artery endothelial cells (hCAECs) with TGFb1 and proinflammatory IL-1b (10
ng/ml) decreased endothelial cell tube formation capacity (G), increased collagen production (Col1A1) (H), and reduced endothelial marker gene
expression (Cd31) (I). FK506 treatment preserved tube formation capacity in a BMP-dependent fashion, reduced collagen production, and
maintained endothelial cell fate. (J and K) In hCAECs, FK506 administration increased BMPR2 (J) and ID1 expression (K), confirming its potency to
activate BMP signaling in this cell type. n 5 3 experiments. One-way ANOVA followed by Tukey’s multiple comparison post hoc test. #P , 0.05
versus unstimulated control. $P , 0.05 versus TGFb11 IL-1b. Scale bars, 100 mm. TGFb1 5 transforming growth factor b-1.
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of fibrosis and reduced RV function in
children with combined pulmonary
insufficiency and fibrosis (33). On the other
hand, progressive clinical RV failure in rats
after PAB was correlated with a lesser degree
of fibrosis, whereas profibrotic signaling
(TGFb1 and osteopontin) was similar in
compensated and decompensated RV
adaptation, pointing toward a higher
degradation of collagen in the PAB RV
failure group (35). Excessive fibrosis not only
increases stiffness of the RV free wall but also
disrupts the myocardial architecture; causes
mechanic, electrical, and vasomotor
dysfunction; hampers excitation–contraction
coupling of the cardiomyocytes; and impairs
the exchange of oxygen and nutrients (36,
37). Cardiac fibrosis is also known to
increase arrhythmogenesis (38), and
targeting cardiac fibrosis might therefore be
of particular importance in patients with
end-stage PAHwho have an increased
burden of arrhythmias, which increases the
risk of mortality in this patient group (39).

Evidence from patients with nonischemic left
heart failure linked histologically proven
myocardial fibrosis to a higher long-term
mortality (32, 40). However, clinical trials of
antifibrotic therapies in cardiovascular
diseases, such as in LV heart failure, have
been disappointing in the past, as they often
failed to replicate successful results of animal
studies; and preclinical findings focusing on
the role of RV fibrosis in the hypertrophied
right ventricle propose a disconnect between
RV fibrosis and function (31). As the extent
of RV fibrosis is often less severe when
compared with the diseased left ventricle, RV
failure might represent a more promising
target for antifibrotic therapies. This is
supported by the greater capacity of the
pressure-overloaded right ventricle to reverse
remodel compared with the left ventricle,
which may be explained by the smaller
extent of fibrosis (41, 42).

Compared with mice, fibrosis in
humans likely develops over decades and
requires long-term treatment (43). We

therefore infused FK506 continuously over
6–7 weeks as an experimental long-term
treatment approach.We report an
improvement in RV function over the time
course of disease progression in the PAB
model with FK506 therapy via repetitive
gold-standard CMR imaging, in line with
preclinical findings focusing on
pharmacological inhibition of profibrotic
signaling pathways (17, 44). CMR imaging
was further used for myocardial deformation
(“strain”) analysis, which has emerged as a
sensitive and accurate geometry-independent
method to identify RV dysfunction (45).
Strain refers to the change in the length of
the myocardium relative to its resting length,
and reduced RV global longitudinal strain
has been shown to predict survival in adult
patients with PAH (46).

Whether our observed improvements in
RV function with FK506 are solely caused by
reductions in RV fibrotic remodeling is
unknown, however, because FK506 and
other repurposed drugs and antifibrotic

Figure 6. (Continued). Minority of cardiac endothelial cells transition toward fibroblast-like cells and contribute to pressure overload–induced RV
fibrosis, which is reduced by FK506 therapy. Permanent genetic labeling of cardiac endothelial cells and their progeny was performed through
tamoxifen (Tmx) administration (2 3 4 mg i.p.) to Pdgfb-CreERT2 mice driving tdTomato (tdT) reporter expression (Week 24). (A) Four weeks after
the initial labeling pulse, mice underwent sham surgery or moderate PAB (around 24-G needle) with subsequent placebo or FK505 (0.05 mg/kg/d
via osmotic minipump) treatment (Week 0) beginning at the day of surgery for an additional 3 weeks of cell fate chasing. Fluorescent activated cell
sorting at the time before surgery revealed tdT reporter labeling in right ventricle endothelial cells (CD311CD452), demonstrating efficient
endothelial lineage labeling (.98%). (B) Cell gating was defined in control experiments with either lack of CD31 staining (no stain) or lack of tdT
labeling (no Tmx). (C) Immunostaining confirmed endothelial IB4 (isolectin B4) costaining with tdT in capillaries and larger blood vessels but neither
epicardium nor endocardium (dashed lines), excluding a contribution of epicardial or endocardial cells to EndMT (maximum intensity projections). (D)
PAB caused patchy interstitial and perivascular fibrosis with fibroblast (vimentin1 IB42) accumulation in fibrotic regions within the RV free wall without
prevalent tdT colabeling. (E and F) Tissue analysis further revealed that only a minority (,5%) of fibroblasts in interstitial and perivascular fibrotic regions
were tdT lineage labeled and derived from an endothelial origin (*: Vim1IB4-tdT-; o: Vim1IB4-tdT1). (G) Type 1 collagen staining demonstrated that
patchy collagen accumulation (dashed line) in the PAB-challenged hypertrophic right ventricle is attenuated by preventive administration of FK506.
Scale bars: C and G, 50 mm; D, 10 mm; E, 5 mm. EndMT 5 endothelial-to-mesenchymal transition; SSC 5 side scatter; Vim 5 vimentin.

RV fibrosis

RV capillarization

RV function

endothelial cells
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quiescent fibroblasts

Collagen production
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rare event in vivo

Chronic RV pressure overload

Increased TGF�
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Figure 7. Schematic representation of the FK506 effects on cardiac fibroblasts and endothelial cells under chronic pressure overload
conditions. We propose that FK506 rebalances TGFb/BMP signaling directly in the pressure-overloaded right ventricle by increasing BMP
signaling, efficiently reduces collagen production and proliferation of cardiac fibroblasts, and inhibits the rare event of endothelial fate
conversion, leading to reduced RV fibrosis, preserved RV capillarization, and, most importantly, better RV function. Red arrows pointing up
mean increased. Red arrows pointing down mean decreased.
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compounds propagate a variety of cellular
andmolecular effects on the heart, including
preservation of the vasculature and
cardiomyocyte changes in energy
metabolism or calcium handling, which
could all play a role in RV adaptation.

This study focused primarily on the
effect of FK506 on cardiac fibrosis, a
structural hallmark of the failing right
ventricle that is nonhomogeneously
distributed throughout the RV free wall,
which we confirmed with conventional tissue
sampling and preparation methods. We
therefore did not use unbiased stereology
and random sampling approaches as recently
suggested (47), as we would have likely
missed the extent of fibrosis given its
inhomogeneous distribution. Therefore, our
results on a second feature of RV
maladaptation, RV capillarization, have to be
interpreted with caution because in this
situation, a random tissue sampling would
have been beneficial (48). Impaired
compensatory angiogenesis was recently
highlighted as a potential contributing factor
to RVmaladaptation in experimental
pulmonary hypertension (47), yet whether
rarefaction is a pivotal driver of RV failure in
different mouse models (49) and patients
with end-stage PAH (48) is controversially
discussed. Recent data focusing on the
relationship between capillary rarefaction
and fibrosis development suggest a role of
compensatory angiogenesis in preventing
cardiac fibrosis or vice versa (50).

The antifibrotic potential of FK506 on
skin (51), lung (52), and cardiac fibroblasts
(53) is well described. Mechanistically,
FK506 was linked to calcineurin inhibition in
cardiac fibroblasts (53). Because FK506
(tacrolimus) is clinically approved as an
immunosuppressant targeting calcineurin/
NFATc signaling, we used low-dose FK506
in the current study, which has previously
been shown to result in FK506 plasma
concentrations of 0.2 ng/ml, 50-fold below
the targeted immunosuppressive range in
humans (10–15 ng/ml), yet capable of
increasing BMP signaling via an FKBP12
(FK-binding protein 12)-mediated
mechanism (8, 54, 55). In rats, low-dose
FK506 therapy did not reduce pulmonary IL-
2 or IFNg expression, major downstream
targets of NFATc signaling, pointing toward
inefficient immunosuppression (8) at the low
dose. In addition, calcineurin inhibition with

cyclosporine worsened RV fibrosis in our
PABmodel and did not affect RV
capillarization, supporting a potential
beneficial antifibrotic role of T-cell activation
that is inhibited by cyclosporine in the
pressure-overloaded right ventricle (56).We
therefore conclude that low-dose FK506 does
not mediate its beneficial antiremodeling
effects on the right ventricle by calcineurin
inhibition and its immunosuppressive
properties. However, we acknowledge the
limitations in claiming that a repurposed
drug only acts through one specific pathway
(such as BMP signaling), given the multiple
(and often unknown) treatment targets of a
drug and the inability to pharmacologically
block all off-target effects. The fact that the
BMP inhibitor LDN 193189 only partially
prevented the effect of low-dose FK506 on
reducing fibrosis reveals, on the one hand, the
limitations of pharmacological BMP
inhibition versus different mouse BMPR2-
deficient mutants but further documents that
the beneficial effects of FK506 might not be
fully explained by its activating effect on BMP
signaling.

On a cellular level, endothelial cell fate
conversion after PABminimally contributes
to the observed RV fibrosis in vivo. We
therefore propose that the therapeutic value
of any such inhibition in vivowould be
minimal. Our findings are in contrast to
those of Zeisberg and colleagues, who
proposed a 30% contribution of EndMT to
pressure overload–induced LV fibrosis, yet
the group used a non–fibroblast-selective,
constitutively active labeling system, which
may have confounded the results (7). The
minimal contribution of EndMT to RV
fibrosis in vivo suggests that the antifibrotic
FK506 effect is predominantly caused by a
direct effect on cardiac fibroblasts.

Mechanistically, we had previously
shown that FK506 binds FKBP12 and
thereby increased BMP downstream
signaling through its main target, ID1, in
pulmonary arterial endothelial cells (8). Here,
we add data to show that ALK1 is required as
a BMPR2 co-receptor for FK506 to reduce
collagen production in cardiac fibroblasts.
FKBP12 itself is associated with the calcium
release channel of cardiac muscle, and
pharmacological dissociation of this complex
alters its gating characteristics (57, 58),
causing increased calcium accumulation in
the cardiomyocyte and a potential additional

positive inotropic effect for FK506—in line
with our findings in isolated cardiomyocytes
from Bmpr21/–mice. Although the role of
dysfunctional BMP signaling in
cardiomyocyte function has yet to be
determined, evidence fromHemnes and
colleagues suggests a BMPR2-dependent
lipid toxicity in BMPR2mutant
cardiomyocytes that causes reductions in
contractility (59).

Although we recognize sex differences
in PAH as well as RV adaptation (60, 61),
this study focused on the mechanism of
action for FK506 in improving RV structure
and function after PAB. The PAB surgery
already caused a variable degree of
pulmonary stenosis, with a number of
animals not meeting our inclusion criterium
(peak pressure gradient of 20–35 mmHg at 1
week after surgery by echo Doppler). To
focus on the effect of FK506 in animals with
a comparable degree of RV pressure overload
and with statistical power sufficient to draw
conclusions from the experiments, we
precluded sex as an additional variable at this
point.

In summary, this is the first study to
report a direct beneficial effect of FK506 on
RV structure (fibrosis) and function by
increasing BMP signaling. Our data associate
reduced cardiac BMP signaling with
increased RV fibrosis under pressure
overload conditions and give mechanistic
insights into the development of RV fibrosis.
Despite multiple available vasodilatory
therapies, PAH remains a serious life-
threatening disease with unacceptably high
mortality. Pharmacological activation of
BMP signaling with FK506 targets the
underlying pathological remodeling
processes in the pulmonary vasculature—as
we had previously demonstrated (8)—and, at
the same time, directly improves RV
structure and function in the presence of a
fixed RV pressure overload. This beneficial
effect of FK506 on the right ventricle could
be relevant not only for PAH but also for
other diseases in which the right ventricle is
at risk for failure, such as in congenital heart
disease or group 2–4 pulmonary
hypertension, for which therapies that reduce
the RV afterload are not readily available.

Author disclosures are available with the
text of this article at www.atsjournals.org.
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