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Abstract The endocannabinoid signalling system in mammals comprises several
molecular components, including cannabinoid receptors (e.g. CB1, CB2), putative
endogenous ligands for these receptors [e.g. anandamide, 2-arachidonoylglycerol
(2-AG)] and enzymes involved in the biosynthesis and inactivation of anandamide
(e.g. NAPE-PLD, FAAH) and 2-AG (e.g. DAG lipase, MGL). In this review we
examine the occurrence of these molecules in non-mammalian organisms (in
particular, animals and plants) by surveying published data and by basic local
alignment search tool (BLAST) analysis of the GenBank database and of genomic
sequence data from several vertebrate and invertebrate species. We conclude that
the ability of cells to synthesise molecules that are categorised as “endocannabi-
noids” in mammals is an evolutionarily ancient phenomenon that may date back
to the unicellular common ancestor of animals and plants. However, exploitation
of these molecules for intercellular signalling may have occurred independently in
different lineages during the evolution of the eukaryotes. The CB1- and CB2-type
receptors that mediate effects of endocannabinoids in mammals occur through-
out the vertebrates, and an orthologue of vertebrate cannabinoid receptors was
recently identified in the deuterostomian invertebrate Ciona intestinalis (CiCBR).
However, orthologues of the vertebrate cannabinoid receptors are not found in
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protostomian invertebrates (e.g. Drosophila, Caenorhabditis elegans). Therefore,
it is likely that a CB1/CB2-type cannabinoid receptor originated in a deuterosto-
mian invertebrate. This phylogenetic information provides a basis for exploitation
of selected non-mammalian organisms as model systems for research on endo-
cannabinoid signalling.

Keywords Cannabinoid · Anandamide · 2-Arachidonoylglycerol · Deuterostome
· Protostome

1
Introduction

Cannabinoid receptors are activated by ∆9-tetrahydrocannabinol, the main psy-
choactive constituent of the drug cannabis (Howlett et al. 2002). Two G protein-
coupledcannabinoid receptorshavebeen identified inhumansandothermammals
and are known as CB1 and CB2 (Matsuda et al. 1990; Munro et al. 1993). CB1 is ex-
pressed by neurons and mediates effects of cannabis on the central nervous system
(CNS) whereas CB2 is associated with cells in the immune system. Following the
discovery of CB1 and CB2, putative endogenous ligands for these receptors were
isolated from mammalian tissues and identified as derivatives of arachidonic acid.
The first “endocannabinoid” to be characterised was arachidonoylethanolamide
(“anandamide”; Devane et al. 1992) followed by 2-arachidonoylglycerol (2-AG;
Mechoulam et al. 1995; Sugiura et al. 1995). With these discoveries the concept
of an endocannabinoid signalling system in mammals has emerged. Moreover,
the physiological roles of the endocannabinoid signalling system in mammals are
beginning to be elucidated. Recently it was established that endocannabinoids
and the CB1 receptor mediate retrograde signalling at synapses in the brain (Wil-
son and Nicoll 2002; Kreitzer and Regehr 2002), confirming a hypothesis first
put forward by Egertová et al. (1998) and elaborated on by Elphick and Egertová
(2001).

The purpose of this article is not to review research on endocannabinoid sig-
nalling in mammals, as this topic is covered in detail in other chapters of this
volume and in other recent reviews (Freund et al. 2003; Piomelli 2003). The aim
here is to examine the phylogenetic distribution and evolutionary origins of the
molecular components that are recognised as constituents of the endocannabinoid
signalling system in mammals. This is not the first article to discuss the evolution
of endocannabinoid signalling; several reviews on comparative aspects of cannabi-
noid biology have been published in recent years, including: Salzet et al. (2000),
Elphick and Egertová (2001), Salzet and Stefano (2002) and McPartland and Pruitt
(2002). What then justifies writing another? First, important discoveries have been
made since the last review appeared. Second, there are conflicting views on in-
terpretation of some published data. For this review we will largely restrict our
analysis to eukaryotes and in particular animals and plants, although in doing so
we do not presume that some elements of the endocannabinoid signalling system
in mammals might not have their origins in more ancient prokaryotic organisms.
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To investigate the phylogenetic distribution of proteins that could mediate the
biosynthesis, inactivation and physiological effects of endocannabinoids in non-
mammalian organisms, in addition to surveying published papers, we have em-
ployed the basic local alignment search tool (BLAST; Altschul et al. 1990) to anal-
yse the GenBank database and databases specifically associated with genome se-
quencing projects, using mammalian endocannabinoid-related proteins as search
sequences. The primary focus for these searches were several non-mammalian an-
imal species where complete or near complete genome sequence data are available.
These include the vertebrate species Fugu rubripes (puffer fish; Aparicio et al.
2002), Danio rerio (zebrafish), Xenopus laevis (African clawed toad) and Gallus
gallus (chicken), and the invertebrate species Caenorhabditis elegans (nematode
worm; The C. elegans sequencing consortium 1998), Drosophila elegans (fruit fly;
Adams et al. 2000), and Ciona intestinalis (sea-squirt; Dehal et al. 2002).

Interpretation of the significance of results obtained from BLAST analysis of
genome sequence data from different species requires knowledge of animal phy-
logeny, and therefore a brief introduction is necessary here. Comparative analysis
of extant animals based on both morphological and molecular data indicates that
the animal kingdom comprises two main clades: (1) the deuterostomes, which
include vertebrates, cephalochordates, urochordates (e.g. Ciona), hemichordates
and echinoderms and (2) the protostomes, which are further sub-divided into two
assemblages: (a) the ecdysozoa, which include nematodes (e.g. C. elegans) and
arthropods (e.g. Drosophila) and (b) the lophotrochozoa, which include molluscs
and annelids. Basal to the deuterostomes and protostomes are the cnidarians (e.g.
Hydra ), which are the most primitive animals with nervous systems (Adoutte et
al. 2000).

2
The Phylogeny of Endocannabinoids

2.1
The Phylogenetic Distribution of Anandamide and Enzymes
Involved in Anandamide Biosynthesis

Anandamide (arachidonoylethanolamide) is just one of a family of lipids known as
N-acylethanolamines (NAEs), which are generated from membrane phospholipids
via a common enzymatic pathway (see below). The occurrence of anandamide in
an organism is dependent on: (1) the presence of the fatty acid arachidonic acid
as a component of membrane phospholipids and (2) the presence of enzymes
that can catalyse formation of NAEs from membrane phospholipids. Therefore,
the phylogenetic distribution of anandamide is likely to reflect a combination of
both the phylogenetic distribution of arachidonic acid as a fatty acid component
of membrane lipids and the phylogenetic distribution of the enzymes that can
catalyse formation of NAEs.

The presence of arachidonic acid in an organism is determined by diet and/or
the presence of enzymes that catalyse formation of arachidonic acid from other
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fatty acids. In mammals, arachidonic acid is synthesised from linoleic acid through
the sequential activity of ∆6 fatty acid desaturase, ∆6 fatty acid elongase and ∆5
fatty acid desaturase (Nakamura and Nara 2003). Interestingly, zebrafish have a sin-
gle gene encoding an enzyme with both ∆5 and ∆6 fatty acid desaturase activities,
whereas the nematode C. elegans , like mammals, has two genes encoding a ∆5 fatty
acid desaturase and a ∆6 fatty acid desaturase (Hastings et al. 2001; Napier and
Michaelson 2001). These findings indicate that vertebrate and invertebrate species
can generate arachidonic acid, although this fatty acid is not necessarily ubiquitous
in animals. For example, arachidonic acid is not found as a component of phos-
pholipids in Drosophila heads (Yoshioka et al. 1985), which may reflect lack of
expression of genes encoding fatty acid desaturases and elongases or loss of genes
encoding these enzymes. However, in animal species that lack genes encoding fatty
acid desaturases and/or elongases, arachidonic acid may be a dietary constituent.
Thus, determination of an organism’s potential for generating anandamide from
arachidonic acid, as a component of membrane phospholipids, may require as-
sessment of both molecular genetic and dietary information. Consequently, there
are unlikely to be discrete phylogenetic patterns in the distribution of arachidonic
acid, and hence the potential to generate anandamide.

Anandamide and other NAEs are synthesised in mammalian tissues through
the sequential action of two enzymes: (1) a N-acyltransferase that generates
N-acylphosphatidylethanolamine (NAPE) from phosphatidylcholine and phos-
phatidylethanolamine and (2) a NAPE-phospholipase D (NAPE-PLD) that gen-
erates anandamide and other NAEs by cleavage of NAPE (Schmid et al. 1990; Di
Marzo et al. 1994; Piomelli 2003). The presence of enzymes that catalyse these reac-
tions has also been reported in invertebrate animals and in plant species (Bisogno
et al. 1997; Chapman 2000), indicating that the enzymatic machinery for forma-
tion of NAEs may be evolutionarily ancient. Unfortunately, phylogenetic analysis
of the distribution of these enzymes has been hindered by lack of sequence data
for genes that encode these enzymes. An important breakthrough was reported
recently, however, with the cloning and sequencing of cDNAs encoding NAPE-PLD
in human, rat and mouse (Okamoto et al. 2004). Thus, it is now possible to in-
vestigate the occurrence of related proteins in non-mammalian species. Analysis
of genome sequence data for the puffer fish Fugu rubripes reveals the presence
of a gene encoding a protein that shares a high level of sequence identity ( 60%)
with mammalian NAPE-PLDs. This protein is likely to be a fish orthologue of
mammalian NAPE-PLDs, and therefore NAPE-PLDs probably occur throughout
the vertebrates. However, genes encoding proteins resembling NAPE-PLD do not
appear to be present in two of the invertebrate species for which there are com-
plete genome sequence data available, the insect Drosophila melanogaster and the
sea-squirt Ciona intestinalis . Proteins sharing approximately 40% sequence iden-
tity with mammalian NAPE-PLDs are present in the nematode worm C. elegans
and in numerous bacterial species. However, experimental studies are required to
determine if these proteins actually function as NAPE-PLDs.
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2.2
The Phylogenetic Distribution of Fatty Acid Amide Hydrolase

The existence of an enzyme in mammalian tissues that catalyses hydrolysis of
anandamide to arachidonic acid and ethanolamide was established soon after
the identification of anandamide as an endogenous cannabinoid (Deutsch and
Chin 1993; Di Marzo et al. 1994; Ueda et al. 1995). Molecular characterisation
of this enzyme was accomplished by Cravatt et al. (1996) with the cloning and
sequencing of a rat cDNA encoding a protein that is now known as fatty acid
amide hydrolase (FAAH). Genes encoding orthologues of rat FAAH have been
identified in human and mouse (Giang and Cravatt 1997), but relatively little is
known about the occurrence of FAAH in non-mammalian animals. There are,
however, several reports of FAAH activity in homogenates of tissues from a variety
of invertebrate species. For example, FAAH-like activity has been detected in
whole-animal homogenates of the cnidarian Hydra viridis (De Petrocellis et al.
1999), in the nervous system of the leech Hirudo medicinalis (Matias et al. 2001)
and in the ovaries of the sea urchin Paracentrotus lividus (Bisogno et al. 1997).
Moreover, FAAH-like activity has also been detected in plant tissues (Shrestha et
al. 2002), indicating that FAAH may be an evolutionarily ancient enzyme.

An important recent discovery has been the identification of a FAAH gene in
the plant species Arabidopsis (Shrestha et al. 2003). Arabidopsis FAAH is a 607
amino acid protein that shares only 18% overall sequence identity with rat FAAH,
although this rises to 37%–60% in the catalytic domain, depending on the length
of sequence compared. Analysis of the enzymatic properties of heterologously
expressed Arabidopsis FAAH reveals that, like mammalian FAAHs, it catalyses
hydrolysis of anandamide and other NAEs. Therefore, it appears that FAAH is
an evolutionarily ancient enzyme whose ancestry dates back at least as far as
the unicellular eukaryotic common ancestor of plants and animals. Moreover, the
discovery of a plant gene encoding a protein that functions as a FAAH enzyme, but
which shares relatively little sequence similarity with mammalian FAAHs, suggests
that related genes in non-mammalian animal species may also encode enzymes
that have FAAH activity. For example, genes encoding FAAH-like proteins that
share much higher levels of sequence similarity with mammalian FAAHs than with
Arabidopsis FAAH are present in the genomes of the bird Gallus gallus (chicken),
the puffer fish Fugu rubripes , the urochordate Ciona intestinalis and the nematode
C. elegans . Further studies are now required to characterise the properties of the
enzymes encoded by these putative non-mammalian FAAH genes.

2.3
The Phylogenetic Distribution of 2-AG and Enzymes Involved in 2-AG Biosynthesis

2-AG was originally identified as a potential endogenous cannabinoid in mammals
by Mechoulam et al. (1995) and Sugiura et al. (1995) and subsequent studies
indicate that 2-AG is also present in several non-mammalian species, including the
insect Drosophila melanogaster (McPartland et al. 2001) and the annelid Hirudo
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medicinalis (Matias et al. 2001). These findings suggest that 2-AG may have a broad
phylogenetic distribution. However, as with anandamide, the ability of organisms
to generate 2-AG will depend on the presence of arachidonic acid as a component
of phospholipids.

Two enzymatic pathways have been proposed as potential mechanisms for 2-AG
biosynthesis in mammalian cells (Piomelli 2003). First, a pathway in which phos-
phatidylinositol is cleaved by phospholipase C (PLC) to generate 1,2-diacylglycerol
(DAG), which is then converted to 2-AG through the action of DAG lipase. Second,
a pathway in which phosphatidylinositol is cleaved by phospholipase A1 to gen-
erate 2-arachidonoyl-lysophospholipid, which is then converted to 2-AG through
the action of lyso-PLC. For the purposes of this review we will focus on the first
pathway because: (1) PLC is a ubiquitous effector for G protein-coupled recep-
tors throughout the animal kingdom and therefore a potentially important and
evolutionarily ancient mediator of 2-AG formation and (2) genes encoding mam-
malian DAG lipases have recently been identified, opening up new opportunities
for analysis of the molecular and cellular biology of 2-AG formation in cells.

Analysis of human genome sequence data revealed the presence of two genes
that encode sn1-DAG lipases and which are now known as DAGLα and DAGLβ
(Bisogno et al. 2003). Importantly, heterologous expression of DAGLα or DAGLβ
conferred increased formationof 2-AGfrom sn-1-stearoyl-2-arachidonoyl-glycerol
as a substrate, demonstrating that these enzymes can catalyse synthesis of 2-AG
in cells. Therefore, expression of DAGLα or DAGLβ in cells and tissues may serve
as molecular markers for cells that generate 2-AG in vivo. Consistent with this
notion, DAGLα is expressed in the dendrites of cerebellar Purkinje cells, neurons
which are sources of endocannabinoids that act as retrograde signalling molecules
by activating presynaptic CB1 receptors located on the axons of cerebellar granule
cells (Kreitzer and Regehr 2002).

Genes encoding orthologues of DAGLα and DAGLβ are present in other mam-
mals (e.g. mouse) and, more importantly for purposes of this review, in non-
mammalian vertebrates that include the bird Gallus gallus (chicken) and the
zebrafish Danio rerio (Bisogno et al. 2003). Moreover, a DAG lipase-like gene
(CG33174) is also present in an invertebrate species, the insect Drosophila melano-
gaster (Adams et al. 2000).

2.4
The Phylogenetic Distribution of Monoglyceride Lipase

The inactivation of 2-AG in mammals is thought to be mediated by the enzyme
monoglyceride lipase (MGL). However, molecular characterisation of MGL was
not driven by an interest in 2-AG but by research directed at identification of the
enzymes involved in the sequential hydrolysis of stored triglycerides. A mouse
cDNA encoding this enzyme was cloned and sequenced by Karlsson et al. (1997)
and found to encode a 302 amino acid protein that is expressed in a wide range
of tissues, including brain. Subsequently, Dinh et al. (2002) demonstrated that rat
MGL catalyses hydrolysis of 2-AG when expressed in cells. Interestingly, 2-AG is
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also a substrate for the enzyme FAAH in vitro (Goparaju et al. 1998), but in mice
lacking FAAH, the 2-AG content of the brain is not significantly different from
that in wild-type mice (Lichtman et al. 2002). Therefore, it is thought that MGL is
the primary physiological mediator of 2-AG inactivation in the mammalian brain
(Dihn et al. 2002).

Analysis of the occurrence of MGL-like proteins in non-mammalian organisms
by BLAST analysis reveals closely related proteins in the zebrafish Danio rerio and
the chicken Gallus gallus . It is likely, therefore, that MGL occurs throughout the
vertebrates. However, genes encoding proteins resembling MGL do not appear to
be present in any of the invertebrate species for which complete genome sequence
data are available (i.e. Drosophila, C. elegans, Ciona ). Genes encoding related
proteins are, however, present in the genomes of plant, bacterial and viral species.
This is an unusual pattern of phylogenetic distribution that raises questions about
the evolutionary origin of vertebrate MGL proteins. Relevant to this issue, it is
interesting to note that a cowpox virus gene encodes a protein that shares 40%
sequence identity with mammalian MGL proteins (Karlsson et al. 1997). Therefore,
perhaps an ancestral MGL gene was introduced into the vertebrate genome by
horizontal gene transfer mediated by a virus.

3
The Phylogeny of Cannabinoid Receptors
and Other Endocannabinoid Receptors

What our survey of the phylogenetic distribution of endocannabinoids and asso-
ciated enzymes indicates is that the ability of cells to produce and inactivate the
molecules that we classify as endocannabinoids in mammals is an evolutionarily
ancient phenomenon. Moreover, some components of the endocannabinoid sys-
tem may date back as far as the common ancestor of all eukaryotic organisms.
However, the ability of cells to produce these molecules does not necessarily im-
ply that they function as signalling molecules in all eukaryotes. In assessing the
evolution of endocannabinoid signalling, we should not assume that because en-
docannabinoids activate CB1/CB2-type G protein-coupled receptors in mammals
that receptors of this type necessarily mediate effects of these molecules in other
eukaryotes. Some organisms may have independently evolved their “own” endo-
cannabinoid receptors unrelated to the mammalian cannabinoid receptors. Other
organisms may be able to produce the chemicals that we, with our mammalian
bias, refer to as “endocannabinoids” but lack receptors for these molecules.

3.1
Receptors Related to Mammalian CB1 and CB2 Cannabinoid Receptors

Genes encoding orthologues of the mammalian CB1 and CB2 receptors have been
identified in the puffer fish Fugu rubripes (Yamaguchi et al. 1996; Elphick 2002).
This indicates that the existence of CB1 and CB2 receptors in vertebrates can be
traced back at least as far as the common ancestor of teleost fish like Fugu and
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the amphibians, reptiles, birds and mammals. Accordingly, CB1-type genes have
also been identified in birds and amphibians (Soderstrom and Johnson 2000, 2001;
Soderstrom et al. 2000). Thus far, the Fugu CB2 gene is the only one reported for
a non-mammalian vertebrate (Elphick 2002). However, BLAST analysis of genome
sequence data for the bird Gallus gallus (chicken) reveals the presence of both
CB1-and CB2-type genes in this species.

An interesting feature of the puffer fish Fugu rubripes is that it has one CB2 gene
(Elphick 2002) but two CB1-type genes (CB1A and CB1B; Yamaguchi et al. 1996).
The occurrence of duplicated genes, with respect to other vertebrates, is a feature of
teleost fish that is thought to be a legacy of a whole-genome duplication event that
occurred in an ancestral species (Taylor et al. 2001). However, duplicates of some
genes will have been lost with the passage of evolutionary time, which probably
explains the existence of only one CB2 gene in Fugu.

Although both CB1 and CB2 genes have been found in the “higher” vertebrates,
it remains to be established if CB1 and CB2 genes are also present in cartilagi-
nous fish (e.g. sharks, rays) and in primitive agnathan vertebrates (e.g. hagfish,
lamprey). However, progress has been made recently in investigating the occur-
rence of cannabinoid receptors in invertebrate chordates. The extant invertebrates
that are most closely related to the vertebrates are the cephalochordates (e.g. Am-
phioxus), based on both morphological and molecular evidence (Adoutte et al.
2000). Unfortunately, relatively little is known about the physiology and biochem-
istry of these animals. However, because of the important phylogenetic position of
these animals with respect to vertebrates, there are plans to sequence the genome
of a cephalochordate species.

An invertebrate chordate species that has had its genome sequenced recently is
the urochordate (sea-squirt) Ciona intestinalis (Dehal et al. 2002). As adults, these
animals exhibit little similarity with other chordates (vertebrates and cephalochor-
dates), but as larvae Ciona have several morphological characters that distinguish
them as chordates. Moreover, urochordates are the most primitive of the extant
chordates, and thus these animals are of particular interest for evolutionary stud-
ies. Analysis of the Ciona genome sequence has revealed the presence of a putative
cannabinoid receptor gene (CiCBR ) encoding a 423 amino acid protein that shares
28% and 24% sequence identity with the human CB1 and CB2 receptor, respec-
tively (Elphick et al. 2003). These are relatively low levels of sequence similarity,
but analysis of the relationship of CiCBR with cannabinoid receptors and other
G protein-coupled receptors, by construction of a phylogenetic tree based on se-
quence alignments, demonstrated that CiCBR is an orthologue of the vertebrate
cannabinoid receptors CB1 and CB2 (Elphick et al. 2003). Thus, CiCBR is the first
putative cannabinoid receptor to be identified in an invertebrate species. More-
over, phylogenetic analysis indicates that the common ancestor of CiCBR and
vertebrate CB1 and CB2 receptors predates a duplication event that gave rise to
CB1 and CB2 in vertebrates. In this respect, cannabinoid receptor genes conform
to a pattern seen in other gene families, where for each invertebrate gene there are
often two or more related genes in vertebrates. This feature is thought to reflect
a whole-genome duplication event that occurred in the invertebrate ancestor of
the vertebrates (Furlong and Holland 2002).
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The discovery of CiCBR indicates that the evolutionary history of cannabinoid
receptors that are related to the vertebrate CB1 and CB2 receptors extends back
at least as far as the common ancestor of vertebrates and the invertebrate chor-
dates (urochordates, cephalochordates). What remains to be established is whether
other, more distantly invertebrate animals also have orthologues of the vertebrate
cannabinoid receptors. The invertebrate animals that are most closely related to
the chordates are the hemichordates and echinoderms (Adoutte et al. 2000). Hemi-
chordates are a relatively obscure group of animals (e.g. acorn worms) that have
not been studied in great detail. There has, however, been a surge of interest in
these animals recently with the advent of molecular techniques for research on
developmental and evolutionary biology (e.g. Lowe et al. 2003). Moreover, there
are plans to sequence the genome of a hemichordate species, the acorn worm Sac-
coglossus kowalevskii . Therefore, as with Amphioxus, there may be opportunities
to investigate the occurrence of a cannabinoid receptor in hemichordates in the
near future.

The echinoderms (e.g. sea urchins and starfish) are an invertebrate group that
has been studied extensively, in particular for research on early stages of develop-
ment. Moreover, at the time of writing, a genome sequencing project for the sea
urchin species Strongylocentrotus purpuratus is ongoing (Cameron et al. 2000)
and due to be completed during 2004. This is of special interest for research on
cannabinoid receptors because this species has been the subject of a detailed study
on the effects of cannabinoids. Herbert Schuel and colleagues demonstrated that
cannabinoids block the acrosome reaction in sea urchin sperm, indicating that en-
docannabinoids may have a physiological role in preventing polyspermy (Schuel
et al. 1991, 1994). Moreover, Chang et al. (1993) demonstrated that cannabinoid
binding sites are present on sea urchin sperm. The molecular properties of these
cannabinoid binding sites and their relationship to vertebrate cannabinoid recep-
tors are currently unknown. However, analysis of sea urchin genome sequence
data, when it is available, may provide new opportunities for further research on
this issue.

Having considered the deuterostomian invertebrates, we will now turn our at-
tention to the protostomian clade of the animal kingdom. First we will consider
the ecdysozoa, which include two well-studied species for which complete genome
sequence data are available—the insect Drosophila melanogaster and the ne-
matode C. elegans . Analysis of the genome sequences of both of these species
has revealed, however, that orthologues of cannabinoid receptors are not present
(Elphick and Egertová 2001). Moreover, these species also do not have ortho-
logues of the G protein-coupled receptors in vertebrates that are most closely
related to CB1 and CB2—lysophospholipid receptors and melanocortin receptors
(Elphick and Egertová 2001). These data indicate, therefore, that the group of G
protein-coupled receptors that include cannabinoid receptors may have originated
in the deuterostomian branch of the animal kingdom, after the deuterostomian-
protostomian split. Consistent with these conclusions based on genome sequence
data, biochemical analysis of insect species has not revealed the presence of
cannabinoid binding sites (Egertová 1999; Elphick and Egertová 2001; McPartland
et al. 2001).
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Turning now to the lophotrochozoan phyla, here there have been a few studies
that have reported detection of cannabinoid binding sites. Stefano et al. (1996)
reported the presence of binding sites for anandamide on haemocytes from the
bivalve mollusc Mytilus edulis , whilst Stefano et al. (1997) reported anandamide
binding sites in the nervous system of the leech Hirudo medicinalis (Phylum
Annelida). Interestingly, the latter study was accompanied by a partial leech cDNA
sequence that shared sequence similarity with vertebrate CB1 receptors. However,
subsequent detailed analysis of this sequence revealed that it is chimeric with one
region that shares 98% amino acid identity with the bovine adrenocorticotropic
hormone receptor and two regions that share 68% and 65% amino acid identity
with mammalian CB1 receptors (Elphick 1998). It is unlikely, therefore, that this
sequence represents part of a bone fide leech cannabinoid receptor cDNA. How,
then, can the discovery of this unusual sequence be explained. One possibility
is that leech cDNA was contaminated with bovine DNA derived from blood that
leeches had fed on. Clearly, further work is required, but thus far there have been
no follow-up studies to confirm the existence of a full-length cannabinoid receptor
cDNA in the leech or in any other protostomian invertebrate.

The detection of cannabinoid binding sites in Mytilus and Hirudo, but not in in-
sects, has been explained by some authors as a consequence of loss of cannabinoid
receptor genes in the ecdysozoan lineage but not in the lophotrochozoan lineage
(McPartland and Pruitt 2002). However, as highlighted above, both Drosophila
and C. elegans also lack orthologues of the vertebrate G protein-coupled recep-
tors that are most closely related to cannabinoid receptors (lysophospholipid and
melanocortin receptors). Therefore, a more parsimonious explanation is that this
group of receptors originated in the deuterostomian branch of the animal kingdom
after the protostomian–deuterostomian split.

If orthologues of cannabinoid receptors are not present in protostomian inver-
tebrates, as proposed above and in previous reports (Elphick and Egertová 2001;
Elphick et al. 2003), how then can the existence of cannabinoid binding sites in
Mytilus and Hirudo be explained? Detection of these binding sites may reflect inter-
action of cannabinoids with membrane proteins in these species that are unrelated
to the vertebrate CB1/CB2-type cannabinoid receptors but which have evolved in-
dependently. However, demonstrating that these binding sites equate to functional
receptors that mediate physiological effects of endocannabinoids in these organ-
isms will require detailed molecular characterisation of the putative receptors, and
thus far this has yet to be accomplished. The same applies to cannabinoid binding
sites detected in the primitive cnidarian species Hydra viridis (De Petrocellis et
al. 1999). If these putative receptors can be characterised then they may provide
fascinating examples of convergent evolution in signalling mechanisms.

3.2
Other Endocannabinoid Receptors and Cannabinoid Receptors

Although the CB1 and CB2 cannabinoid receptors are by far the most well charac-
terised receptors for endocannabinoids in vertebrates, it is important to recognise
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that there are also other receptor types that may mediate physiological effects of
anandamide and 2-AG. For example, there is evidence of a third G protein-coupled
receptor in mammals that is activated by endocannabinoids (Breivogel et al. 2001).
Without molecular characterisation of this putative receptor it is impossible to
investigate its phylogenetic distribution. However, the possibility remains that
this receptor may have more widespread phylogenetic distribution than CB1/CB2-
related receptors and thereby account for cannabinoid binding sites that have been
reported in some invertebrate species.

Another receptor that has been implicated as a mediator of physiological ef-
fects of the endocannabinoid anandamide in mammals is the vanilloid receptor
VR1, more recently referred to as transient receptor potential vanilloid type 1
(TRPV1) (Zygmunt et al. 1999). However, VR1 is not activated by “classical”
∆9-tetrahydrocannabinol-like cannabinoid agonists. Therefore, VR1 is an endo-
cannabinoid receptor but not a cannabinoid receptor. Unlike CB1 and CB2, VR1
is not a G protein-coupled receptor but belongs to the TRP family of ligand-gated
cation channels (Montell et al. 2002). Genes encoding proteins that are closely
related to the mammalian VR1 receptor have been identified in Drosophila (nan)
and in C. elegans (OSM-9) (Montell 2003). However, to the best of our knowledge, it
is not known if these invertebrate VR1-like channels are activated by anandamide.
Therefore, it remains to be determined if the ability of anandamide to activate
TRP-type channels is an evolutionarily ancient phenomenon.

Another interesting member of the TRP channel family that has been charac-
terised recently is ANKTM1, which is activated by ∆9-tetrahydrocannabinol as well
as being implicated in the detection of noxious cold (Jordt et al. 2004). However,
the physiological relevance of the effect of ∆9-tetrahydrocannabinol on ANKTM1
is unclear because the endocannabinoids anandamide and 2-AG do not activate
this TRP channel (Jordt et al. 2004). Nevertheless, it is possible that other as-yet-
unidentified endocannabinoids act as endogenous ligands for ANKTM1.

In conclusion, there is now an emerging concept of TRP-type ion channels that
are receptors for cannabinoids and/or endocannabinoids, and an interesting area
for future research will be to investigate the occurrence of invertebrate TRP-type
channels that are also activated by cannabinoid-related molecules.

4
The Evolutionary Origins of Endocannabinoid Signalling

What can we conclude from our survey of the phylogenetic distribution of (1)
endocannabinoids, (2) enzymes involved in endocannabinoid biosynthesis and
inactivation and (3) cannabinoid/endocannabinoid receptors? It is clear that many
of the components of the enzymatic machinery that are used for biosynthesis
and inactivation of endocannabinoids in mammals are evolutionarily ancient. For
example, there is evidence that enzymes involved in biosynthesis and inactivation
of anandamide occur in animals and plants. Most notable in this respect has been
the recent discovery and enzymatic characterisation of a FAAH-like enzyme in
the plant Arabidopsis (Shrestha et al. 2003). Therefore, it appears that the ability
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of organisms to synthesise endocannabinoids such as anandamide and 2-AG may
date back at least as far as the unicellular eukaryotic common ancestor of plants
and animals. However, exploitation of these molecules for intercellular signalling
may have occurred independently in different lineages during the evolution of the
eukaryotes. For example, there is evidence that plants may also have receptors
for anandamide and/or related NAEs, because Tripathy et al. (2003) have detected
binding sites forNAEs in cellmembranes fromtheplant species Nicotiana tabacum
(tabacco) andArabidopsis . Ifmolecular characterisationof aputativeNAEreceptor
inplants canbeaccomplished, thismay provide a fascinating exampleofhowplants
have independently exploited NAEs as signalling molecules.

So far, the best-characterised example of endocannabinoid signalling in eukary-
otes is CB1/CB2-mediated processes in vertebrates. Moreover, our phylogenetic
analysis of the occurrence of CB1/CB2 receptors in invertebrates indicates that the
ancestor of these receptors originated in a deuterostomian invertebrate, and in
accordance with this view receptors of this type have so far not been found in
protostomian invertebrates. The CiCBR gene that was recently identified in the
invertebrate chordate Ciona intestinalis (Elphick et al. 2003) is an example of a re-
ceptor in a deuterostomian invertebrate that may resemble the putative ancestor
of the vertebrate CB1 and CB2 receptors. Therefore, analysis of CiCBR function in
Ciona is now of particular interest.

Looking ahead, we hope that this review may stimulate scientists with an interest
in endocannabinoid signalling to exploit not only the familiar mammalian model
species (rats, mice) but also the rich diversity of non-mammalian animals where
the existence of endocannabinoid receptors has been established.
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