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Summary: We investigated the secretion of the matrix metalloproteinases, interstitial collagenase (matrix metallo-
proteinase-1), gelatinase A (matrix metalloproteinase-2) and stromelysin-1 (matrix metalloproteinase-3) in human
synovial fibroblasts after stimulation with the neuropeptide substance P.

Human synovial fibroblasts were stimulated with substance P or interleukin-lß (IL-lß). In the cell culture media
gelatinase A, interstitial collagenase and stromelysin-1 were identified and their activities towards different sub-
strates were determined.

Substance P in synovial fibroblasts induced an increase in the overall matrix metalloproteinase activity towards the
dinitrophenyl-labelled peptide by 85%, against an increase of 124% after stimulation with IL-lß. In case of sub-
stance P stimulation, the increase in activity reflects a significantly enhanced secretion of gelatinase A, whereas no
significant increase of stromelysin-1 and collagenase secretion could be observed.

The matrix metalloproteinase pattern showing the highest gelatinase A secretion was obtained after stimulation with
substance P. This pattern was very pronounced and differed very clearly from the pattern seen after IL-lß stimula-
tion which caused a significant rise in collagenase and stromelysin-1 activity. We assume that distinct stimulation
pathways are involved and that the neuropeptide (substance P), which is always present in the inflamed joint, plays
its own and separate role in proliferative processes leading to the cartilage destruction.

Introduction broblasts (5, 11). In these cells, but also in monocytes/
During the last years the possible role of neuropeptides, ™crophages «** leukocytes, which are all present in
especially substance P in rheumatoid arthritis, has been the mflamed Joint' not °^ collagenase> but also mem'
discussed. Substance P is implicated in neurogenic in- bers of me three subclasses of matrix metalloproteinases
flammatory processes, induction of vasodilatation, ~ collagenase> gelatinase A and stromelysin-1 - are

d and na' 2} expressed. In non-inflammatory situations these en-
zymes1) are responsible for normal remodeling of the

High levels of substance - not produced by synovio- extracellular matrix. Their activities are strictly regu-
cytes, but rather of neurogenic origin - are found in lated by activation and inhibition processes. However,
rheumatoid synovial fluid (3-7). After application of me fcey position of regulation remains to be the induc-
substance in vitro, the release of interleukin-1 and in- tion of matrix metalloproteuiase expression (12), which
terleukin-6 from monocytes as well as oxidative en- is under the control of several cytokines, growth factors,
zymes from macrophages are observed. Lotz et al. (8) tumour promoters and oncogenes (13). Only substances
also report on secretion of collagenolytic activity by ^ the second messenger analogue of diacylglycerol,
monocytes after substance treatment.

Inconsistent reports exist whether or not proliferation of i) Enzymes·
synovial fibroblasts occurs after stimulation with sub- Fibroblast collagenase (Matrix metalloproteinase 1) EC 3.4.24.7
stance (5, 9, 10). It is also documented that the neuro- Gelatinase A (Matrix metalloproteinase 2) EC 3.4.24.24

. , ' „ . j . · , . · ^ Gelatinase (Matrix metalloproteinase 9) EC 3.4.24.35
peptide substance induces the production of prosta- stromelysin-1 (matrix metalloproteinase 3) EC 3.4.24.17
glandin E2, interleukin-1 and collagenase in synovial fi- Trypsin EC 3.4.21.4
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Fig. 4 Immunoblot of culture media of human synovial fibro-
blasts.
c: control media; SP: after stimulation with substance P; IL: after
stimulation with interleukin-lß. Biota was incubated with guinea
pig anti-rabbit interstitial collagenase. Blotb was incubated with
guinea pig anti-rabbit stromelysin-1. Blot c was incubated with rab-
bit anti-human gelatinase A.

proteinase substrate introduced by Knight et al. (23). Af-
ter substance P treatment the protein eluted from the
band at MT 67000 displays a gelatinolytic activity of
1.13 mU per band, in contrast to 0.74 mU per band in
the control. The treatment with interleukin-1 resulted in
a significant decrease of the gelatinase activity to 0.06
mU per band.

Interstitial collagenase
A typical electrophoretical pattern of media after stimu-
lation with the neuropeptide substance P or the cytokine
interleukin-1 is presented in figure 2. It is evident that
after substance P exposure the intensities of the protein
bands around Mr 50 000 do not differ significantly from
the protein bands seen in the control media. However,
interleukin-lß treatment induces a remarkable increase
of interstitial collagenase, which is very pronounced in
the MT 51 000 form of this collagenase.
The collagenase activity of the extracts derived from the
gel section was estimated by virtue of cleaving collagen
type 1 (fig. 5). An identical observation can be made
using either the unstimulated media (lane 2, 3) or the
media after exposure to substance P (lane 4, 5). The
protein extracts of the band at 53 000 and Mr 48 000,
which represent the latent and active forms of interstitial
collagenase both hydrolyse moderately collagen type I.
After interleukin-1 treatment the activity of the MT
53 000 collagenase is not different from that observed in
the media of substance treated and control cells (lane
2—5). But an additional and rather broad band seen at
Mr 51 000 as well as the Mr 48 000 collagenase, which
represents only a rather weak band in gel electrophoresis
(lane 7, 8), cleave collagen type I.
Western blot analysis (fig. 4a) of the media shows that
anti-collagenase binds predominantly to the triple band
of collagenase. In the interleukin-lß stimulated media

especially the MT 53 000 band is very pronounced (fig.
4a, lane 3). After exposure to substance P the three
bands are only slightly more distinct (lane 2) than in the
control media. The active Mr 48 000 form seems to be
equally recognized by the antibody in all three groups.

Stromelysin-1

According to Western blot analysis stromelysin-1 seems
to be increased only slightly after substance P treatment
(fig. 4b, lane 2), but the high rate of secretion after IL-
1 stimulation is by far not reached (lane 3).

Trying to identify the stromelysin-1 band which possibly
overlaps with collagenase bands, we extracted four gel
slices of Mr 53 000, Mr 51 000, Mr 50 000 and Mr 48 000
from sodium dodecylsulphate gels following water sol-
uble Coomassie staining. Stromelysin-1 could only be
detected in media exposed to interleukin-1 at about Mr
50 000 by its ability to hydrolyze a specific fluorogenic
substrate introduced by Nagase et al. (24). The stromely-
sin-1 activity was about 0.05 ± 0.022 mU/band.

Discussion

In the present study, we analysed the secretion pattern
of the interstitial collagenase (matrix metalloproteinase-
1), stromelysin-1 (matrix metalloproteinase-3) and gela-
tinase A (matrix metalloproteinase-2) in culture media
of synovial fibroblasts, untreated and treated with the
neuropeptide substance P and the cytokine interleukin-
Iß-
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Fig. 5 Collagenolytic activity against collagen type I: After poly-
acryl amide gel electrophoresis of synovial fibroblast culture media
the separated matrix metalloproteinases were excised from the gel,
extracted and incubated with collagen type I (cl). Lane 1 shows the
collagen type I control, Lane 2 and 3: collagen type I after incuba-
tion with Mr 53 000 and MT 48 000 collagenase from the control
media (c); Lane 4 and 5: collagen type I after incubation with Mr
53 000 and MT 48 000 collagenase after substance P-treatment of
cells (SP); lane 6-8: collagen type I after incubation with MT
53 000, 51 000 and MT 48 000 collagenase as obtained after sti-
mulation of cells with interleukin-lß (IL).
Lane M: Molecular mass markers (Mr): myosin (212 000), a2-mac-
roglobulin (170000), ß-galactosidase (116000), transferrin
(76000), glutamic dehydrogenase (53000).
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Although the matrix metalloproteinase activities were
measured in the culture media of cells of different do-
nors the activity increases obtained (expressed in % in
relation to the activities before stimulation) were ho-
mogenous and the observed differences significant. The
donors were not under any steroidal antiinflammatory
therapy, but indeed under various other medication and
in different stages of the disease. Nevertheless, it can be
assumed that at the time of stimulation (after 3 to 4
passages) the cells were no longer exposed to the origi-
nal inflammatory cytokine milieu, and a relative homog-
enous population of synovial lining cells in a quiescent
state were present (21).

In the gelatin zymography (fig. 3) the media of sub-
stance P treated cells display not only a remarkable
increase of the Mr 67000 form, but also of the activated
MI 62 000 form of gelatinase A. This observation is quite
in contrast to the situation seen in the media of interleu-
kin-1 treated cells, where a decrease hi gelatinase A ac-
tivity can be observed. It seems that substance P — if at
all — has only a moderate effect on the induction of
stromelysin-1 and collagenase secretion, whereas both
matrix metallproteinases are predominantly present in
the media of cells exposed to interleukin-1 (figs. 2 and
4). Lotz et al. (5) who did not determine the activities of
gelatinase and stromelysin-1 separately, found a 5 to 8-
fold increase in collagenolytic activity against collagen
type III. We did not find such a remarkable increase after
substance P treatment. The discrepancy may be due to
the different assays applied. Moreover, in the assay of
Lotz et al. (5) it is not clear, to what extent stromelysin-
1 and gelatinase A are involved in the observed degrada-
tion of collagen type III.

As shown here the substance P induced increase of the
overall matrix metalloproteinase activity (85%) towards
the dinitrophenyl-labelled peptide is mainly due to en-
hanced gelatinase A expression.

The selective upregulation of gelatinase A has also been
reported for transforming growth factor-ß (13), but
simultaneously collagenase and stromelysin-1 were
downregulated. In cultured fibroblasts transforming
growth factor-ß also induces the expression of gelatinase
B (13). We definitely did not observe any gelatinase B
activity (fig. 3, zymogram) after substance P stimula-
tion. However, collagenase and stromelysin-1 activity
were not significantly enhanced.

While the regulation of collagenase and stromelysin-1
gene expression have been extensively investigated, the
regulation of gelatinase A gene expression is by far not
clear. But it is known that the oncogene families fos
and jun are involved in positive as well as in negative
regulation of matrix metalloproteinase-expression. Phor-
bol-12-myristate-13-acetate and the cytokines interleu-
kin-1 and tumour necrosis factor- as well as trans-

forming growth factor-ß induce c-fos gene expression,
but finally display opposite effects in matrix metallopro-
teinase-expression (13). The neuropeptide substance P
represents a different type of stimulus which strongly
induces gelatinase A and does not significantly affect
collagenase and stromelysin-1 secretion.

Lotz et al. (5) postulated a general increase in total pro-
tein synthesis, including collagenase synthesis. Our data
indicate that the postulated augmented protein expres-
sion — at least within the matrix metalloproteinases —
was not at all general, but rather significantly shifted
mainly to gelatinase A (fig. 2).

Lotz et al. (5) also showed that substance P and interleu-
kin-1 stimulation of fibroblasts occurs through distinct
receptors. Substance P is known to act via receptors of
the neurokinin-1-type in epithelial cells (25). Oblas et
al. (26) report of an substance P binding protein from
the heat shock (HSP) 70 family in horse salivary glands.
Heat shock substances are among others also known to
stimulate matrix metalloproteinase-expression in dif-
ferent cell types (for review see 1. c. (13)). The receptor
implicated in the stimulation of synovial fibroblasts has
so far not yet been identified.

Tissue responses to the exposure to substances such as
lipopolysaccharides or phorbol esters are often amplified
by autocrine cytokine expression (15). A significant re-
lease of prostaglandin E2 and interleukin-1 resulting
from substance P treatment of synovial fibroblasts has
been observed by several authors (5, 27). Cytokine in-
terleukin-1 is known to induce not only matrix metallo-
proteinase-secretion, but also the expression and secre-
tion of prostaglandin E2 (28). Therefore, one might ex-
pect that a prolonged exposure of synovial cells to sub-
stance P may lead to an enhanced collagenase and
stromelysin-1 secretion via a substance P-induced
upregulation of interleukin-1 or prostaglandin E2. Treat-
ment of cells for 24 h was obviously not sufficient to
observe this effect. On the other hand it was demon-
strated (29) that the interleukin-1 effect on fibroblast
collagenase-expression is not dependent on enhanced
prostaglandin E2 production, but that both mediators
increase collagenase expression by separate regulatory
mechanisms (30, 31).

The neuropeptide substance P seems to display multiple
effects in the inflamed joint. Substance P induces mainly
gelatinase A. Apart from its gelatinolytic activity this
matrix metalloproteinase has an invasive potency to
cells, which may enable them to destroy matrix compo-
nents. In the state of chronic inflammation and pain this
invasive potential may promote the proliferative pro-
cesses of the synovial fibroblasts, the formation of pan-
nus and its ability to invade the cartilage and to destroy
bone. Furthermore, at the same time the neuropeptide
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induces the secretion of cytokines from monocytes, ma-
crophages and synoviocytes which are all present in the
inflamed joint (5, 9, 29) and further enhance the vicious
circle of inflammation and tissue destruction.
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