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MOTONEURONS innervating the skeletal musculature were
among the first neurons shown to require the presence of their
target cells to develop appropriatelyl,2. But the characterization
of molecules allowing motoneuron survival has been difficult.
Ciliary neurotrophic factor prevents the death of motoneurons3-6,
but its gene is not expressed during development'. Although the
presence of a neurotrophin receptor on developing motoneurons8 - 1O
has suggested a role for neurotrophins, none could be shown to
promote motoneuron survival in vitro 3 • We report here that brainderived neurotrophic factor can prevent the death ofaxotomized
motoneurons in newborn rats, suggesting a role for this neurotrophin for motoneuron survival in vivo.
The facial nerve of newborn rats was sectioned unilaterally
at birth and the effects of three neurotrophins (nerve growth
factor (NGF), brain-derived neurotrophic factor (BDNF) and
neurotrophin-) (NT-))) assessed 7 days later. This nerve was
chosen for lesion and local application of neurotrophins as it
contains only motor nerve fibres at the lesion site. Axons of
proprioceptive sensory neurons (putative in vivo targets of
BDNF and NT-) (ref. 11)) were not lesioned (they are anatomically separated from this nerve) so that indirect effects through
these cells are unlikely. Motoneurons that constitute the facial
nucleus were counted on both sides. More than 80% of the
axotomized moto.neurons are lost when axotomy is done at
birth s.12 ,13. NGF, which has been shown to be ineffective in

TABLE 1

Motoneuron survival after lesion of the facial nerve in newborn
rat: effects of neurotrophins

Treatment
BSA (n=8)
NGF (n=7)
BDNF (n=9)
NT-3 (n=10)

Number of surviving neurons ±s.e.m.
Control side
Lesioned side
844±115
407±127**
2,222 ± 446*
1,221±71*

4,597±222
4,294±227
4,534±129
4,510±271

Transsection of the facial nerve was done as described previousll,
Newborn Wistar rats were anaesthetized by hypothermia, the right facial
nerve exposed at the foramen stylomastoideum and transsected about
1 mm distal from this position. Gel foam (Spongostan, gift of K. Unsicker,
Marburg, Germany) soaked in 30 ILl of PBS containing either 5 ILg of BSA
(Cohn Fraction V, Sigma) or trophic factor was inserted at the site of lesion.
Nerve growth factor (2.5 S) was isolated from submaxillary glands of adult
male mice, as described 22 , Both recombinant mouse BDNF and NT-3 were
produced in rabbit kidney cells infected with recombinant vaccinia viruses
and purified as described23 . The skin was sutured by silk (Ethikon 3-0) and
the animals returned to their mothers. On postnatal day 7 the animals were
killed by ether overdose and perfused transcardially with 50 ml 4% formal. dehyde. Brainstems were dissected, postfixed for 1 hour, rinsed with water,
and dehydrated with increasing concentrations of ethanol (70-100%). After
embedding with paraffin, serial sections (7 fJ.m) were made from the whole
brain stem with a serial section microtome (Reichert-Jung 2050 supercut).
The sections were stained with cresyl violet (Sigma), and facial motoneurons
with clearly identifiable nuclei and nucleoli were counted on both sides at
a magnification x125 in every fifth section as previously described 5 . The
counts were not corrected for split nucleoli.
Different from BSA-treated animals at P < 0.02* or P < 0.05** (Student's
t-test, 2-tailed),
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supporting motoneuron survival in vivo 9 , was used as a control
in addition to BSA. The application of NGF to the' cut end of
the facial nerve did not prevent the loss of motoneurons. In
fact, fewer motoneurons were observed on the NGF-treated side
as compared to BSA-treated animals (P < 0.05, Table 1).
In contrast to tlte animals treated with NGF, significant survival ofaxotomized motoneurons was observed when BDNF
was applied to the transsected facial nerve. On average, about
50% of the lesioned motoneurons were still alive 1 week after
lesion (Table 1,) which represents a surplus of 40% in comparison
to NGF or )1% to BSA.
The survival of motoneurons was also enhanced following
NT-) treatment (P < 0.02 versus BSA-treated controls), though
the effects were substantially smaller than those observed with
BDNF (Table 1). In both BDNF- and NT-)-treated animals
the lesioned motoneuron cell bodies were smaller compared t~
unlesioned controls and showed typical reactive changes (Fig,
1). Although the lesioned motoneurons still remained clearly
identifiable (see Fig, 1), the nuclei were displaced and chromatolysis was pronounced both in BDNF- imd in NT-)-treated
animals. But compared to control animals treated with BSA-gel
foam, the nuclei appeared larger (Fig. 1),
These data show that molecules of the neurotrophin gene
family can support motoneuron survival in vivo, In previous
studies using purified motoneurons isolated from the chick
spinal cord at 6 days of embryonic age, no survival effects could
be observed with either BDNF or NT-), This was not due to
inadequate culture conditions, because the combination of
ciliary neurotrophic factor (CNTF) and basic fibroblast growth
factor (FGF) added to parallel cultures could rescue essentially
all neurons 3 , Among the various explanations for the discrepancy with the present results are the possibility that some
crucial cofactor, absent in culture, is required for the response
of the neurotrophins to be seen. This cofactor might be another
growth factor present in vivo or might be related to the presynaptic input of the motoneurons in the spinal cord, Alternatively,
it is possible that motoneurons isolated from the chick embryo
are. not yet ~esponsive to the neurotrophins or that they lose
their responsiveness as a consequence of the isolation procedure,
In any event, an important difference exists between
motoneurons and sensory neurons cultured in isolation, in that
all neurotrophins known so far support (to various degrees) the
survival of neurons isolated from dorsal root ganglia,
In contrast to the CNTF gene?, both the NT-) and BDNF
genes are expressed during embryonic development '4 . '6 . For
example, NT-) messenger RNA is expressed at relatively high
levels in the rat spinal cord between embryonic days 13 and 16,
its expression decreasing gradually to low levels at birth l5 , Also,
in situ hybridization studies have revealed that the spinal
motoneurons themselves express the NT-) gene l5 ,I6 and that
BDNF expression is seen in neurons of the dorsal root ganglia
in embryonic mice 16 • In addition to the central nervous systt;m,
measurable levels of BDNF mRNA have been detected in skeletal muscle 14 , as well as a variety of tissues in developing chick
embryos including the skeletal musculature (K,-H, Herzog and
Y.-A,B" unpublished results).
In the context of our results, it is worth noting that in adult
rats there is substantial transport of radio labelled BDNF, and
to a lesser extent of NT-), by spinal motoneurons 17, But retrograde transport of neurotrophins is not always a reliable
indicator of a biological response. In particular, retrograde
transport of labelled NGF can be demonstrated in newborn rats
(unlike in adults), but NGF does not rescue axotomized
motoneurons (see ref. 9 and this study).
Finally, the expression of the BDNF gene is dramatically
upregulated in the sciatic nerve of the adult rat with a delay of
at least) days after lesion, suggesting that BDNF might play a
role in motor axon regeneration 18. In contrast, CNTF is constitutively expressed in high amounts in myelinating Schwann cells
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FIG. 1 Morphology of facial motoneurons in the
brainstem of 7-day-old rats after unilateral facial
nerve section at birth. a, Lesioned side after BONF
treatment. b, Lesioned side after NT·3 treatment.
C, lesloned side after NGF treatment. d, Llnlesioned
contralateral side of the same animal as in a
e, lesioned side after BSA treatment. f. Lesioned
side after CNTF (5 ~g) treatment as a positive
control. Scale bar. 50 ~m .

of peripheral nerves of the adult ratl'l, After le sion , significant
quantities of CNTF protein seem to persist for at least 1 week
in the lesioned nerve and could be available to regenerating
neurons l 9 . Thus, a plausible scenario after peripheral nerve
lesion would he that motoneurons are supported first by CNTF
released from injured Schwann cells and. subsequently by
BDNF, the latter supporting the regeneration of motor axons
to the periphery.
Our findings together with those reponed by Oppenheim et
al. 2o and Van et al. 21 indicate that motoneurons are responsive
to BDNF in vivo. The observation that BDNF can support the
survival oflesioned facial motoneurons that would die otherwise
in the absence of survival factors indicates that this neurotrophin
could have important functions on motoneurons, and mediate
the regeneration of motor axons to the periphery after neuronal
le~ion .
, 0

Received 2 July: acceple1:l 27 Oclot:Je. 1992.

1. Shorey. M. L. J. I!!!Kp. ZooJ. 7. 25~63 (19(9).
2. Oppenheim. R. W. in SClJdies In DevelopmellC8I Neurobiology: EssBys in Honot" of Villtor H¥nbIJr,er
(ed. CoW¥!. w. M.l 74 ~ 133 (Odore Urw. Press. New YoOI.. 1981).
3. Ar8k8wlI. Y.. Sel"ldtner. M. & ThoeneI'I. H. J. Neurosd. 10. 3S07~3515 (19901
4. Mllgal. E.. Burnh¥n. P. &. Varon. S. Devf Brain Res. 63. 141- 1SO (1991).
5. Senct\ner, M., KretJlzber&. Go W. &. Thoenen. H. NBCllfe 345, 440_441 (1990).
6. ()ppenheim. R. W.. Prevene. 0 .. Qln-Wel. 'f .. CoIlins. f . &. M8cOonaId, J .5cience 251,1616-1618
(1991).
7. StOodl. K.. A.. et al. J. Cell Bioi. US, 447 _459 (1991).
8. RIIMch. Go. Zimmermann. A. &. Suner. A. e.eo J. . , 637-644 (1985).
9. YIII'\, Q•• SniOer. W. D.• Piruooe. J. J. & JoMson. E. M. )f Neuron 1. 335- 343 (19881
10. ErnfOts, P. Henscnen, A. OIsoo.l. & Persson. H. Neuron 2,1605-1613 (1989).
11. Hohn. A., Leibfod(. J.. SlllIey. K. &. Baroe. Y.• A. NIItIXI!!! 344, 339- 341 {199OJ.
12. GuckIen. B. Arch. PsychllJtf. Nerver*rlJMh. 2, 693-723 (lB70).
13. SctmIJIbruch. H. J. ~ NetxoI. 224, 252-258 (1984).
14. MaI~re. P. C. et BI. Neuroo 5, SOl-509 (19901.
15. ErmOts. P. &. Perrson, H. Eur. J. Neurosci. 3, 953-961 (1991).
16. SC:hecterson. L C. &. Bothweli, M. Neuron 9, 449-463 (1992).
17. OislefllnO. P. S. et BI. Neuron a. 983-993 (1992).
18. Meyer, M.. Matsuoka, I. Wetmore. C. OIson. L &. Thoenen. H. J. c.M BIoI. 111, 45-54 (1992).
19. Serdtner. M.. SIOddl K. A. & Thoenen. H. J. OtIlBiol. 11.8, 139- 148 (1992).
20. Oppenr-.elm, R. W. QIn-WeI, Y.. Prevene. D. &. Yan. Q. NIIture 360, 755- 757 11992).
21. Van. Q.• EHIoIl. J. & Snider, W. O. NIIturl!!! 360, 753-755 (1992).
22. SuOa. K.. Bai"de. 'f.-A. & Thoenen. H. Proc. MCn. .4cM1 Sd. Us.A. 15. 4042-4046 (1978).
23. GOt!, It. KoIbedI.. It. Lottspelch. f . & Baroe. Y.• A, Eur. J. Bkx:hem. 204. 745-749 (1992).
ACI<.NOWl..EDGEJ,£NTS. We tI"IIJriI W. K~ fOt ledYIIceI IIssislllflCe and helpful 5UUesllons. and
R. A. I-\JlheS fOt readire the mllnuscrepl. This WOO<. ...as SUppOrted by 11 grant to'M.S. Ifom \he
SeNtlire SUft~ 1nl Stiflerverbllnd fUr die Oevtsche Wlssenschafl.

758

NATURE ' VOL 360 ' 24/31 DECEMBER 1992

