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Prevention by the NMDA receptor antagonist, MK801 of
neuronal loss produced by tetanus toxin in the rat hippocampus
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1 The behavioural and neuropathological effects of tetanus toxin, microinjected directly into the hippo-
campus, were studied in rats.
2 A single dose (1000 minimum lethal doses, MLDs) of tetanus toxin, injected unilaterally into the
hippocampus produced a time-dependent neuronal loss in the CAI pyramidal cell layer. In comparison
with the contralateral, untreated side these effects became statistically significant (P < 0.05) 7 days
(22.0 + 1.1% reduction) and 10 days (29.2 + 1.7% reduction) after the injection. No significant changes
were observed 7 days after treatment with 500 MLDs whereas a reduction of 37.5 + 3.1% in the CAl area

cell number was produced 4 days after the injection of 2000 MLDs.
3 Behavioural stimulatory effects were also induced by tetanus toxin (1000 MLDs) within 48 h of the
injection and these culminated in generalized convulsions 5-7 days later. Convulsions were observed after
a shorter period of latency in rats receiving 2000 MLDs tetanus toxin whereas 500MLDs were ineffective.
4 No behavioural and neuropathological effects were observed in rats treated with neutralized tetanus
toxin (1000 MLDs), bovine serum albumin or phosphate buffer.
5 Pretreatment with MK801 (0.3 mg kg- 1, i.p., given 1 h before and after the injection with tetanus toxin
and then once daily for 4 or 7 days) prevented the behavioural and neuropathological effects induced by
tetanus toxin (1000-2000 MLDs). In addition, such treatment fully protected the animals from the lethal
effects induced by 1000MLDs tetanus toxin. By contrast, pretreatment with diazepam (3.Omgkg-1, i.p.)
using the same schedule as for MK801 did not antagonize the effects of tetanus toxin (1000-2000 MLDs).
6 In conclusion, the present experiments have demonstrated that the intrahippocampal injection of
tetanus toxin produces in rats a dose- and time-dependent behavioural stimulation and neuronal loss in
the CAl pyramidal cell layer which can be prevented by the non-competitive NMDA antagonist, MK801.

Introduction

Excitatory amino acid receptors have been implicated in the
mediation of neuronal degeneration produced by transient
ischaemia (Simon et al., 1984; Rothman & Olney, 1986). In
particular, activation of the N-methyl-D-aspartate (NMDA)
receptor subtype appears to play a major role since antago-
nists of this receptor complex, e.g. 2-aminophosphonovaleric
acid and MK801, prevent ischaemic damage as well as the
degeneration produced by administration of NMDA receptor
agonists (Simon et al., 1984; Wong et al., 1986; Foster et al.,
1987; Gill et al., 1987). In normal brain, neuronal cell activity
is maintained by the integrated actions of excitatory and
inhibitory afferents. In many brain regions, such as the hippo-
campus, glutamic acid and y-aminobutyric acid (GABA) are
the neurotransmitters which probably subserve these func-
tions (Fagg & Foster, 1983; Taylor, 1988). Under abnormal
conditions when neurodegeneration occurs the synaptic extra-
cellular concentration of glutamate increases (Beneviste et al.,
1984) producing neuronal excitation (Suzuki et al., 1983).
However, excitation and perhaps degeneration could also
arise without any net change in glutamate levels if the GABA-
mediated inhibitory input is reduced. We have tested this
hypothesis using tetanus toxin which selectively blocks the
GABAergic inhibitory tone in the CNS (Davies & Tongroach,
1979) and the release of GABA in rat hippocampal slices
(Collingridge et al., 1981).

Methods
Injections and histology
Adult male Wistar rats (280-300g) were anaesthetized with
chloral hydrate (400mgkg-1, i.p.) and tetanus toxin micro-
injected unilaterally into the CAI hippocampal area
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(coordinates A = -4mm from the bregma, L = 2mm from
the midline, V = 2.4mm below the dura mater according to
the rat brain atlas of Paxinos & Watson, 1982; the volume of
injection was 1l4umin-1) by means of a Hamilton micro-
syringe (5 pl) mounted on a stereotaxic frame. Animals
injected with bovine serum albumin (BSA), phosphate buffer
(pH = 7.0; used to dissolve tetanus toxin) and neutralized
tetanus toxin (the neutralization was carried out with a F(ab)'
fragment of the native IgG antitetanus toxin as previously
described by Gawade et al., 1985) were used as controls. After
1, 4, 7, 10 days the animals were anaesthetized and perfused -
fixed by intracardiac administration of 100ml 0.1% parafor-
maldehyde in phosphate buffered (pH = 7.0) saline. Brain
coronal sections were cut from a 1 mm brain block which
included the needle track and every tenth slice for 300um
either side of the track was stained with cresyl fast violet, tolu-
idine blue or a silver stain procedure described by Gallyas et
al. (1980). In pilot experiments we have determined that the
damage produced by tetanus toxin extended at least 400,um
either side of the injection site. The number of cells was
counted in areas of 3700pm2 in each of the pyramidal cell
layers of CAl, CA2 and CA3 hippocampal regions and
granule cell layer of the dentate gyrus, stained with cresyl fast
violet. Cell counting was always performed 'blind' at the same
location for all slices (n = 6 sections per brain; the site of
injection was the same for both control and tetanus toxin-
treated animals). Only cells showing normal morphological
characteristics were included. Pyknotic cells or cells with cyto-
plasmic vacuolization and swollen membranes were excluded
from the count.
The mean number of neurones from each area was pooled

and expressed as mean (+s.e.mean) neurones per brain area
per treatment group (n = 3-6 brains per treatment group; 6
sections per brain). The pooled mean cell number counted in
the treated side was compared with the corresponding contra-
lateral area (control) and the statistical difference within each
group was evaluated by Student's t test.
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Behavioural and survival study
For the behavioural and survival study, 10 rats from each
group of treatment were used. Postural, locomotor and lethal
effects induced by the treatments were studied twice daily in
blind conditions. The mortality rate was stored and is report-
ed as a percentage of survivors.

Drugs

Tetanus toxin (2.5 x 107 mouse minimum lethal doses, MLDs
mg l of protein) and the F(aby fragment were kind gifts of
Prof. B. Bizzini (Pasteur Institute, Paris) and were dissolved in
phosphate buffer (pH = 7.0). Bovine serum albumin (Sigma,
U.S.A.) and MK801 (Dizocilpine, ((+)-5-methyl-10,11-
dihydro - 5H - dibenzo[a,d]cyclohepten - 5,10 - imine maleate,
SEMAT, U.K.) were dissolved in twice distilled, pyrogen-free
H20. The commercially available vials of diazepam (Valium,
Roche, Switzerland) were used.

Results

Neuropathological effects

A single dose of tetanus toxin (1000 MLDs; n = 6 rats)
injected into the right hippocampus failed to produce any
neuropathological effects 24 h after the treatment. By contrast,
a statistically significant (P < 0.05) reduction in the number of
cells in the CAl region was observed after 7 and 10 days
(n = 4-6 rats respectively). The number of cells was reduced
by 22.0 + 1.1% and 29.2 + 1.7% at 7 and 10 days, respectively

(Table 1). A lower dose of toxin (500 MLDs; n = 6 rats) did
not produce any apparent reduction in cell number 7 days
after treatment whereas a higher dose, 2000 MLDs (n = 3 rats)
produced a significant (P < 0.05) reduction (37.5 ± 2.3%) in
the CA1 area cell number. A summary of the quantitative
changes produced by these three doses of tetanus toxin at
various times is shown in Table 1. The corresponding mor-
phological changes are illustrated in Figure 1 and Figure 2. In
rats treated with bovine serum albumin (BSA; 300 ng), phos-
phate buffer (vehicle for tetanus toxin) or neutralized tetanus
toxin (1000 MLDs; by using a 3 fold excess of a non precipi-
table F(ab)' fragment of the native specific IgG, see Gawade et
al., 1985) no morphological or quantitative changes in neuro-
nal cell numbers were observed (n = 6 rats per each
treatment); (Table 1).

Behavioural effects

Tetanus toxin (1000 MLDs; n = 10 rats) produced both postu-
ral and locomotor changes characterized by tail rigidity,
hunched back, turning and touch and sound-evoked circling,
ipsilateral to the site of injection, within 48 h of the treatment.
These effects were observed in all of the toxin-treated rats and
culminated 5-7 days later in generalized convulsions. Similar
effects were evoked by 2000MLDs tetanus toxin (n = 10 rats)
although the animals were only observed for a shorter period
of time (4 days) due to the high mortality rate (see Figure 3).
Minor behavioural changes (i.e. piloerection, tail rigidity and
occasionally touch-evoked ipsilateral circling) were produced
by 500 MLDs (n = 10 rats).

Table 1 Neuronal loss induced by tetanus toxin, directly microinjected into the rat CAI hippocampal area and its antagonism by
MK801

Treatment
group

Tetanus toxin
(1000 MLDs)
1 day after

Tetanus toxin
(1000 MLDs)
7 days after

Tetanus toxin
(1000 MLDs)
10 days after

Neutralized
toxin (1000
MLDs) 7 days
after

Tetanus toxin
(500 MLDs)
7 days after

Tetanus toxin
(2000 MLDs)
4 days after

Tetanus toxin
(1000 MLDs) +
MK801 (7 days
after)

Tetanus toxin
(2000 MLDs) +
MK801 (7 days
after)

Tetanus toxin
(2000 MLDs) +
Diazepam (4
days after)

Nunber of
animals L

CAl
R L

CA2
R L

CA3
R L

DG
R

6 36.5 ±0.7 32.6 + 0.6 31.7 ±0.7 31.0 + 0.7 16.7 ± 0.5 15.6 ± 0.3 79.2 ± 0.7 78.1 ± 1.1

4 44.5 ±1.7 34.7 ± 1.7* 38.4 ±1.7 35.9 ± 2.1 20.3 ± 0.5 18.8 ± 0.5 92.0 ± 5.2 95.5 ± 5.7

6 37.2 +0.9 26.3 ± 0.9* 34.4 ± 0.5 31.5 ±0.5 19.7 ± 0.5 18.0 ± 0.4 76.1 + 0.9 74.2 ± 0.7

6 44.9 + 1.8 44.7 ± 1.6 40.3 ± 0.6 39.4 ±0.5 25.1 ±0.6 24.6 ± 0.7 82.9 ± 1.8 82.6 ± 1.6

6 37.7 + 0.5 35.5 ±0.4 28.1 ± 0.6 26.1 ± 0.5 22.0 ±0.4 20.4 ± 0.7 71.7 +0.9 68.5 ± 0.6

3 39.7 + 0.7 24.8 ±1.0* 29.7 ±0.7 27.4 ± 0.4 24.6 ±0.5 22.3 ± 0.7 68.9 ±0.9 65.4 ± 0.9

6 39.5 +1.0 37.9 ± 0.9 31.9 ±0.3 30.5 ± 0.4 22.7 ±0.3 21.7 ± 0.3 76.6 ±0.3 74.0 ±0.3

3 39.9 ±1.2 35.8 ± 1.2 35.2 ± 1.2 32.2 ± 1.3 21.2 ± 0.9 19.3 ± 0.6 73.4 ±2.0 71.6 ±2.3

3 40.5 ± 0.3 27.9 ± 0.6* 36.7 + 0.5 34.3 ± 0.6 24.2 ± 0.7 21.3 ± 0.6 78.6 + 0.8 75.8 + 0.9

Brain sections (1O0pm) of perfused-fixed rats (n = 3-6 per treatment group) were analysed under light microscopy (Leitz 40 x). Cell
counting was performed blind and the analyses concerned the pyramidal layers of CA1, CA2 and CA3 hippocampal areas and the

dentate gyrus (DG). Quantitation of the cell numbers (dark degenerating neurones were excluded from the counting) was performed with
a 3700pm2 box positioned in corresponding areas of control and treated hippocampus within each section (n = 6 sections per brain).
Data are represented as means + s.e.mean of cells. Statistically significant changes within the means of treated (R) vs control (L;
untreated) side were evaluated by using Student's t test (unpaired data). Due to the interanimal variations in the cell numbers within the

same areas, comparison between groups of treatment was not allowed. * denotes P < 0.05.
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Figure 1 Light photomicrographs of a rat brain coronal section (10pm; toluidine blue stain) depicting a typical pattern of neuronal
damage in the CAI pyramidal cell layer seven days after a single injection of tetanus toxin (1000 MLDs; d, e and I) compared with the
contralateral control (uninjected) side (a, b and c). The same area of damage in (d) (10 x magnification) is also shown at higher
magnification in (e) (40 x ) and (O) (100 x ). Note the dark somatodendritic staining (right arrow) and the chromatolytic phase in some
neurones (left arrow). T = tetanus toxin-treated side; C = control (untreated) side; Inj = injection tract.

Antagonism study

In an attempt to test our hypothesis that excitatory amino
acid receptor activation was responsible for the neuro-
pathological and behavioural response to tetanus toxin, rats
were treated with either diazepam at a concentration known
to be active in blocking generalized seizures (Goodman &
Gillman, 1985) or with MK801, a selective NMDA receptor
antagonist (Wong et al., 1986; Kemp et al., 1987) which is able
to cross the blood brain barrier after systemic administration
(Clineschmidt et al., 1982). Diazepam (3.0mgkg-', i.p., given
I h before and after the toxin injection and once a day for 4 or
7 days after) did not show any protective effect against the
neuropathological (Table 1) or behavioural effects induced by
1000 or 2000MLDs tetanus toxin (n = 10 rats per each dose),
respectively. By contrast, MK801 (0.3mg kg-' i.p., given 1 h
before and after the toxin injection and once a day for 4 or 7
days, n = 10 rats per each group of treatment) completely

abolished the neuropathological effects of both 1000 and
2000MLDs tetanus toxin (Table 1 and Figure 4). In neither
group was any convulsive behaviour observed. At the end of
the study period (day 10) there was a significantly greater sur-
vival of animals treated with tetanus toxin and MK801 com-
pared to those treated with tetanus toxin alone (P < 0.001 by
G-test of independence with Williams correction) (Figure 3).

Discussion

The present results have shown that the injection of tetanus
toxin into the rat hippocampus produces potent behavioural
stimulation accompanied by neuronal loss in the CAI pyrami-
dal cell layer. Control experiments carried out with neutral-
ized tetanus toxin indicate that the toxin itself and not
contaminants was responsible for the behavioural and neuro-
pathological effects. The behavioural effects of tetanus toxin
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Figure 4 Light micrographs of brain coronal sections from 3 rats
showingthenprotective effect of MK801 (TT + MK8o1, see text for
dosage) against the neuronal damage induced by tetanus toxin (Tr;
1000MLDs). Tetanus toxin was injected seven days earlier and only
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toxicity to be achieved. This idea is also supported by electro-
physiological evidence indicating that tetanus toxin blocks
inhibitory transmission (mainly GABAergic) at the presynap-
tic level, leaving unaffected the excitatory input within the
CNS (Curtis & De Groat, 1968; Curtis et al., 1973; Davies &
Tongroach, 1977; Calabresi et al., 1989) and in foetal mice
dissociated spinal cord neurones (Bergey et al., 1987). The
doses of tetanus toxin used in our experiments were smaller
than that (104 LD5O) producing 40% inhibition of K+-evoked
GABA release in hippocampal slices (Collingridge et al., 1981)
but similar to those used for producing an excitatory focus in
the same region (Mellanby et al., 1977; De Sarro et al., 1985).
In addition, the dose-dependency of the rate of the onset of
the tetanus toxin-evoked effects has been confirmed both in
vivo (Mellanby et al., 1977; De Sarro et al., 1985) and in vitro
(Bergey et al., 1987) although differences in the purity of
separate batches of toxin may invalidate such comparisons.
The most important aspects of the present study are that
tetanus toxin produced neuronal loss and that this could be
prevented by MK801. This suggests that excitatory amino
acid transmission might play an important role in the medi-
ation of the behavioural and neuropathological effects of

tetanus toxin not only after microinjection into the hippo-
campus but also after injection in other brain regions. The
data certainly indicate that inhibitory mechanisms should not
be ignored in the mechanism of neurotoxicity. Whilst diaze-
pam failed to reverse the effects of tetanus toxin this com-
pound relies on the presence of endogenous GABA for its
pharmacological actions (Haefely et al., 1979; Olsen, 1981). A
directly-acting GABA-mimetic might prevent the actions of
tetanus toxin. Our findings represent the first demonstration
of the neuropathological potential of tetanus toxin and open a
new experimental approach for studying the mechanism of
action of the toxin as well as of neurotoxicity. In addition, the
excitatory amino acid receptor antagonism may provide a
therapeutic strategy for the treatment of human tetanus.

We thank Prof B. Bizzini (Pasteur Institute, Paris) for samples of
tetanus toxin and F(ab)' IgG and the MRC and CNR (Rome) for
financial support. Mr David McCarthy is gratefully acknowledged for
staining the sections, Mr Derek King for technical assistance and
Miss Angela Marshall for typing the manuscript. G.B. is a post-
doctoral research fellow from the Institute of Pharmacology, Faculty
of Medicine and Surgery of Catanzaro (Italy).

References

BAGETTA, G., KNOTT, C., NISTICO, G. & BOWERY, N.G. (1990).
Tetanus toxin produces neuronal loss and a reduction in GABAA
but not GABAB binding sites in rat hippocampus. Neurosci. Lett.,
109,7-12.

BENEVISTE, H., PREJER, J., SCHOUSBOE, A. & DIEMER, N.H. (1984).
Elevation of the extracellular concentration of glutamate and
aspartate in rat hippocampus during transient cerebral ischaemia
monitored by intracerebral microdialysis. J. Neurochem., 43, 1369-
1374.

BERGEY, G.K., BIGALKE, H. & NELSON, P. (1987). Differential effects
of tetanus toxin on inhibitory and excitatory synaptic transmission
in mammalian spinal cord neurones in culture; a presynaptic locus
of action for tetanus toxin. J. Neurophysiol., 57, 121-131.

CALABRESI, P., BENEDETTI, M., MERCURI, N.B. & BERNARDI, G.
(1989). Selective depression of synaptic transmission of tetanus
toxin: a comparative study on hippocampal and neostriatal slices.
Neuroscience, 30, 663-670.

CLINESCHMIDT, B.V., MARTIN, G.E. & BUNTING, P.R. (1982). Anti-
convulsant activity of (+)-5-methyl-10,1 1-olihydro-5H-dibenzo-
[a,d]-cyclohepten-5,10-imine (MK801), a substance with potent
anticonvulsant, central sympathomimetic and apparent anxiolytic
properties. Drug Dev. Res., 2, 123-134.

COLLINGRIDGE, G.L., THOMPSON, P.A., DAVIES, J. & MELLANBY, J.
(1981). In vitro effect of tetanus toxin on GABA release from rat
hippocampal slices. J. Neurochem., 37, 1039-1041.

CURTIS, D.R., FELIX, D., GAME, C.J.A. & McCULLOCH, R.M. (1973).
Tetanus toxin and the synaptic release of GABA. Brain Res., 51,
358-362.

CURTIS, D.R. & DE GROAT, W.C. (1968). Tetanus toxin and the spinal
inhibition. Brain Res., 10, 208-212.

DAVIES, J. & TONGROACH, P. (1979). Tetanus toxin and synaptic
inhibition in the substantia nigra and striatum of the rat. J.
Physiol., 290, 23-36.

DE SARRO, G.B., BAGETTA, G. & NISTIC6, G. (1985). Antagonism by
drugs enhancing GABAergic transmission of central effects of
tetanus toxin. In Seventh International Conference on Tetanus, ed.
Nistic6, G, Mastroeni, P. & Pitzurra, M. pp. 142-156. Rome:
Gangemi Publ. Co.

FAGG, G.E. & FOSTER, A.C. (1983). Amino acid neurotransmitters and
their pathways in the mammalian central nervous system. Neuro-
science, 9, 710-719.

FOSTER, A.C., GILL, R., KEMP, J.A. & WOODRUFF, G.N. (1987). Sys-
temic administration of MK801 prevents N-methyl-D-aspartate-
induced neuronal degradation in rat brain. Neurosci. Lett., 76,
307-311.

GALLYAS, F., WOLLF, J.R., BOTTEHER, H. & ZABORSKY, L. (1980). A
reliable and sensitive method to localize terminal degradation and

lysosomes in the central nervous system. Stain Technol., 53, 299-
306.

GAWADE, S., BON, C. & BIZZINI, B. (1985). The use of antibody Fab
fragments specifically directed to two different complementary
parts of the tetanus toxin molecule for studying the mode of action
of the toxin. Brain Res., 334, 139-146.

GILL, R., FOSTER, A.C. & WOODRUFF, G.N. (1987). Systemic adminis-
tration of MK801 protects against ischaemia-induced hippocam-
pal neurodegeneration in the gerbil. J. Neurosci., 7, 3343-3349.

GOODMAN, L.S. & GILLMAN, A. (1985). In The Pharmacological Basis
of Therapeutics ed. Goodman, A., Gillman, L.S., Rall, T.W. &
Murad, R. 7th Ed. pp. 464-467. New York: MacMillan Publ.

HAEFELY, W., POLC, P., SCHAFFNER, R., KELLER, H.H., PIERI, L. &
MOHLER, H. (1979). Facilitation of GABAergic transmission by
drugs. In GABA-Neurotransmitters ed. Krogsgaard-Larsen, P,
Scheel-Kruger, J. & Kofod, H. pp. 357-375. Copenhagen: Runks-
gaard.

KEMP, J.A., FOSTER, A.C. & WONG, E.H.F. (1987). Non-competitive
antagonists of excitatory amino acid receptors. Trends Neurosci.,
10,294-302.

MELLANBY, J., GEORGE G., ROBINSON, A. & THOMPSON, P.A. (1977).
Epileptiform syndrome in rats produced by injecting tetanus toxin
into the hippocampus. J. Neurol. Neurosurg., Psychiat., 40, 404
414.

MELLANBY, J. & THOMPSON, P.A. (1977). Tetanus toxin in the rat
hippocampus. J. Physiol., 269, 4445P.

OLSEN, R.W. (1981). GABA-benzodiazepine barbiturate receptor inter-
actions. J. Neurochem., 37, 1-13.

PAXINOS, G. & WATSON, C. (1981). In The Rat Brain in Stereotaxic
Coordinates. New York: Academic Press.

ROTHMAN, S.M. & OLNEY, J.W. (1986). Glutamate and the path-
ophysiology of hypoxic ischaemic brain damage. Ann. Neurol., 19,
105-111.

SIMON, R.P., SWAN, J.H., GRIFFITH, T. & MELDRUM, B.S. (1984).
Blockade of N-methyl-E-aspartate receptors may protect against
ischaemic damage to the brain. Science, 226, 850-852.

SUZUKI, R., YAMAGUCHI, T., LI, C.L. & KLATZO, I. (1983). The effects
of 5-minute ischaemia in mongolanges of spontaneous neuronal
activity in cerebral cortex and CAl sector of hippocampus. Acta
Neuropathol., 60, 217-222.

TAYLOR, C.P. (1988). How do seizures begin? Clues from hippocam-
pal slices. Trends Neurosci., 11, 375-378.

WONG, E.H.F., KEMP, J.A., PRIESTLY, T., KNIGHT, A.R., WOODRUFF,
G.N. & IVERSEN, L.L. (1986). The anticonvulsant MK801 is a
potent N-methyl-D-aspartate antagonist. Proc. Nati. Acad. Sci.,
U.S.A., 83, 7104-7108.

(Received November 1, 1989
Revised July 12, 1990

Accepted July 16, 1990)


