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Abstract The heat-sensitive transient receptor potential
vanilloid 1 (TRPV1) channels are expressed in the peripheral
and central nervous systems. However, there is no report on
how the activation of TRPV1 causes the modulation of neu-
ronal activity in the medullary respiratory center. We exam-
ined effects of capsaicin, a specific agonist of TRPV1 chan-
nels, on respiratory rhythm generation in brainstem-spinal
cord preparation from newborn rats. Capsaicin induced a bi-
phasic response in the respiratory rhythm (a transient decrease
followed by an increase in the C4 rate). The second-phase
excitatory effect (but not the initial inhibitory effect) in the
biphasic response was partly blocked by capsazepine or
AMG9810 (TRPV1 antagonists). Capsaicin caused strong de-
sensitization. After its washout, the strength of C4 burst inspi-
ratory activity was augmented once per four to five respiratory
cycles. The preinspiratory and inspiratory neurons showed
tonic firings due to membrane depolarization during the initial
inhibitory phase. In the presence of TTX, capsaicin increased
the fluctuation of the membrane potential of the CO2-sensitive

preinspiratory neurons in the parafacial respiratory group
(pFRG), accompanied by slight depolarization. The C4 inspi-
ratory activity did not stop, even 60–90 min after the applica-
tion of 50/100 μM capsaicin. Voltage-sensitive dye imaging
demonstrated that the spatiotemporal pattern of the respiratory
rhythm generating networks after application of capsaicin
(50 μM, 70–90 min) was highly similar to the control. A
histochemical analysis using TRPV1 channel protein antibod-
ies andmRNAdemonstrated that the TRPV1 channel-positive
cells were widely distributed in the reticular formation of the
medulla, including the pFRG. Our results showed that the
application of capsaicin in the medulla has various influences
on the respiratory center: transient inhibitory and subsequent
excitatory effects on the respiratory rhythm and periodical
augmentation of the inspiratory burst pattern. The effects of
capsaicin were partially blocked by TRPV1 antagonists but
could be also induced at least partially via the non-specific
action. Our results also suggested a minor contribution of
the TRPV1 channels to central chemoreception.
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Introduction

Capsaicin is known as a specific agonist of the heat-
sensitive transient receptor potential vanilloid 1 (TRPV1)
channels. It stimulates the sensation of pain via the nerves
to cause an intense burning feeling. The TRPV1 channels
are expressed in various peripheral nervous systems, in-
cluding (but not limited to) the dorsal root ganglion, the
trigeminal ganglion, the enteric ganglia, and the nerve
plexus [35]. In the central nervous system, the TRPV1
channels are known to also be expressed in various brain
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regions, suggesting their involvement in various brain
functions through the modulation of brain activity [5, 12,
27, 38]. Regarding the respiratory center in the lower
brainstem, capsaicin is reported to evoke the dose-
dependent release of glutamate and depletion of substance
P (SP) in the fibers within the preBötzinger complex
(preBötC), an inspiratory (Insp) rhythm generator in the
ventral medulla. The depletion of SP and/or glutamate by
capsaicin then causes the cessation of respiratory rhythm in
neonatal rat slices [17]. Hirata and Oku [9] reported that
the cells in glia-rich medullary cell cultures expressed the
mRNA of TRPV1 as well as TRPA1 and TRPM8 and sug-
gested that the TRP channels played a role in central che-
moreception. We reported that a TRPM8 agonist caused
depressive effects on the respiratory rhythm-generating
neurons in the medulla [32] and that a TRPA1 agonist
induced the long-lasting facilitation of respiratory rhythm
[33]. These effects were thought to be primarily produced
by the action of TRP agonists on preinspiratory (Pre-I)
neurons in the parafacial respiratory group (pFRG) via
their interaction with the preBötC Insp neurons.
However, there are no reports on how the activation of
TRPV1 causes the modulation of neuronal activity in the
medullary respiratory center (including the pFRG and
preBötC). In the present study, we examined the effects
of capsaicin on respiratory rhythm generation in a
brainstem-spinal cord preparation from newborn rats.
Some of the results have previously been presented in ab-
stract form [34].

Materials and methods

The experimental protocols were approved by the Animal
Research Committee of Showa University, which operates in
accordance with Law No. 105 for the care and use of labora-
tory animals of the Japanese Government.

Preparations

Experiments were performed with brainstem-spinal cord
preparations from newborn (0 to 2 days old) Wistar rats.
The newborn rats were deeply anesthetized with
isoflurane, and the brainstem and spinal cord were isolat-
ed as reported previously [19, 20, 30]. In most experi-
ments, the preparations were cut transversely at a level
just rostral to the anterior inferior cerebellar artery (stan-
dard preparation), corresponding to the level between the
roots of the sixth cranial nerve and the lower border of the
trapezoid bod. In some experiments, the preparations were
cut at a level of the more caudal medulla corresponding to
the caudal end of the facial nucleus in which approximate-
ly 80% of the pFRG was removed (caudal preparation)

[33]. The preparations were continuously superfused with
artificial cerebrospinal fluid (ACSF [30]) (composition [in
mM]: 124 NaCl, 5 KCl, 1.2 KH2PO4, 2.4 CaCl2, 1.3
MgCl2, 26 NaHCO3, 30 glucose, equilibrated with 95%
O2 and 5% CO2; pH 7.4) at a rate of 2.5–3 ml/min in a 2-
ml chamber and were maintained at a temperature of 25–
26 °C. The inspiratory activity corresponding to phrenic
nerve activity was monitored from the fourth cervical ven-
tral root (C4).

Drugs

For selective TRPV1 antagonists, we used capsazepine and
AMG98 1 0 , ( E ) - 3 - ( 4 - t - b u t y l p h e n y l ) - N - ( 2 , 3 -
dihydrobenzo[b] [1, 4]dioxin-6-yl)acrylamide [6].
Capsaicin, capsazepine, and AMG9810 were purchased
from Sigma-Aldrich (Tokyo, Japan). Calmodulin inhibitor
N-(6-aminohexyl)-1-naphthalenesulfonamide hydrochlo-
ride (W-7) was purchased from Wako Pure Chemical
(Tokyo, Japan). Capsaicin was stocked as a 10 or
100 mM solution in ethanol. Capsazepine and W-7 were
stocked as 10 mM solutions in ethanol. AMG9810 was
stocked as a 10 mM solution in dimethyl sulfoxide
(Wako Pure Chemical). All of the drugs were dissolved
with ACSF and applied as a bath. The maximum concen-
tration of vehicles in the final solution was 0.1%. We con-
firmed that this concentration of DMSO or ethanol has no
effect on neuronal activity in the brainstem-spinal cord
preparation.

Electrophysiology

The membrane potentials of Pre-I or Insp neurons in the
rostral ventrolateral medulla, corresponding to the caudal
or rostral part of the pFRG [22], were recorded by a blind
whole-cell patch-clamp method [19]. The rostral pFRG
neurons were recorded by an approach from the rostral
cut surface at a level of 0.5–0.7 mm rostral to the caudal
end of the facial nucleus (0 mm), and the caudal pFRG
neurons were recorded by an approach from the ventral
surface at the level of within ±100 μm from the caudal
end of the facial nucleus [1, 33]. The electrodes, which
had an inner tip diameter of 1.2–2.0 μm and a resistance
of 4–8 MΩ, were filled with the following pipette solution
(mM): 130 K-gluconate, 10 ethylene glycol tetra-acetic
acid, 10 4-(2-hydroxyethyl)-1-piperazineethanesulfonic
acid, 2 Na2-ATP, 1 CaCl2, and 1MgCl2, with pH 7.2–7.3
adjusted with KOH. For the histological analysis of the
recorded cells, the electrode tips were filled with 0.5%
Lucifer yellow (lithium salt). The membrane potential
and input resistance at the resting level were measured
between bursts. In the most experiments for membrane
potential recordings, effects of 10 μM capsaicin were
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examined, whereas 20 μM was used in some experiments
in the presence of TTX to obtain clearer effects of capsai-
cin. In experiments for capsaicin effects in the presence of
TTX, the membrane potential fluctuation was estimated
from the standard deviation (SD) at 5 points × 5-s period
in each recording. After the experiments, preparations were
fixed, and a histological analysis was then performed (see
below).

Optical recording

The detailed procedure for making optical recordings using
voltage-sensitive dye has been described previously [20].
In brief, brainstem-spinal cord preparations were incubated
in ACSF (described above) containing a fluorescent
vol tage-sensi t ive dye (50 μg/ml Di-2-ANEPEQ;
Molecular Probes, Eugene, OR, USA) for 40–50 min. In
the present study, the purpose of the optical recordings was
to investigate the spatiotemporal pattern of the respiratory
neuron activity in the ventral medulla after long-term treat-
ment (more than 50 min) with a high concentration of cap-
saicin. In preliminary experiments, we found that the re-
spiratory rhythm became abruptly unstable due to the pu-
tative synergistic and toxic effects of the dye and capsaicin
when the total time from the start of dye staining to the
start of optical recording (after 50 min-capsaicin treatment)
was more than 2 h. Therefore, to minimize the time until
the start of optical recordings, 50 μM capsaicin was added
together with voltage-sensitive dye and incubated during
staining in most of the experiments. The preparation was
then transferred to the recording chamber (1 ml) and
superfused with ACSF containing 50 μM capsaicin. For
control images, different preparations were stained by the
dye in the absence of capsaicin and then optical recording
was performed. The preparation was placed with the ven-
tral surface facing up in a recording chamber mounted on
the stage of an upright fluorescence microscope
(BX50WIF-2; Olympus, Tokyo, Japan). The neuronal ac-
tivity in the preparation was detected as changes in the
fluorescence of the voltage-sensitive dye, which was ob-
served using an optical recording apparatus (MiCAM02;
BrainVision, Tokyo, Japan). The optical path contained a
tungsten halogen lamp (150 W), a 510–550-nm excitation
filter, a dichroic mirror, and a 590-nm emission filter (U-
MWIG2 mirror unit; Olympus). The CCD-based camera
head has a 4.80 × 6.40 mm2 imaging area consisting of
124 × 184 pixels. The magnification of the microscope
was ×4.0 (XL Fluor 4×/340, NA 0.28; Olympus Optical,
Tokyo, Japan), and the final magnification was adjusted to
×2.0 so that an area of 2.40 × 3.20 mm2 was covered by the
image sensor. The recordings were made with an acquisi-
tion time (i.e., sampling clock) of 20 ms. The optical im-
aging data were averaged using the C4 activity as the

trigger signal. The fluorescence signals for the 10.24 s/tri-
al, including 2.5 s before the initiation of the C4 burst,
were averaged for 40 trials.

Immunofluorescence and in situ hybridization

The brainstem-spinal cord preparations were fixed for 2–
3 h in fixation solution at 4 °C, immersed in 18% sucrose
in PBS overnight, embedded in optimal cutting tempera-
ture compound (OCT; Sakura Finetek, Torrance, CA,
USA), and then frozen on dry ice. For histological analysis
of the Lucifer yellow-stained neurons after electrophysio-
logical measurements, preparations were cut into 50-μm
thick transverse sections, followed by further immunohis-
tochemical analysis. To identify motor neuron nuclei in the
medulla, the sections from some preparations were stained
with NeuroTrace (435/455 blue fluorescence, Invitrogen)
for Nissl stain. In another series of immunofluorescence
analyses, preparations were cut into 16–30-μm thick trans-
verse sections, and then the expression of TRPV1 channel
protein and Phox2b protein in the respiratory-related re-
gion of the medulla (and spinal cord and dorsal root gan-
glion [DRG] for the positive control) were examined. The
following primary antibodies were used for immunofluo-
rescence staining: rabbit anti-TRPV1 (1:400 dilution;
Trans Genic Inc., Kobe, Japan) and Guinea pig anti-
Phox2b (1:1000 dilution) [22]. Alexa Fluor 488 anti-
rabbit IgG or Alexa Fluor 546 anti-rabbit IgG (Molecular
Probes/Invitrogen) was used as the secondary antibody
(1:1000 dilution). Images of the immunofluorescent sam-
ples were obtained with ×20 or ×40 objectives on an
Olympus fluorescence microscope (BX60; Olympus
Optical).

In situ hybridization was performed on brainstems (and
DRG for the positive control) that were isolated from three
independent Wistar rat neonates. The brainstem was isolat-
ed and fixed in fixation solution at 4 °C for 1–2 h. The
samples were then immersed in 18% sucrose in PBS, em-
bedded in OCT compound, frozen on dry ice, and cut into
20-μm thick cryosections. Partial cDNAs of rat Trpv1 (nu-
cleotide number 2451–3378 of NM_207608) were obtain-
ed via an RT-PCR using rat brain total RNA, subcloned
into pGEM-T Easy Vector (Promega, Madison, WI,
USA), confirmed by sequencing, and were then used as a
riboprobe template. In situ hybridization was performed as
described previously with a digoxigenin-UTP (Roche
Diagnostics, Basel, Switzerland)-labeled riboprobe [10].
Proteinase K (1 μg/ml) was applied for 3–4 min at 26 °C,
and the hybridization temperature was 50 °C. Signals were
detected using an antidigoxigenin antibody conjugated
with alkaline phosphatase (Roche) and NBT/BCIP
(Roche) for chromogen.
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Data analyses

All data analyses were performed using the LabChart 7 Pro
software program (ADInstruments, Castle Hill, Australia).
To assess the effects of capsaicin on C4 activity, the burst
rate (bursts/min) was calculated from the mean rate for 3–
5 min. The data are presented as the mean and SD for all
preparations. The significance of the values was analyzed
by a paired t test or by a one-way ANOVA followed by a
Tukey-Kramer multiple comparisons test (GraphPad
InStat; GraphPad Software Inc., La Jolla, CA, USA). P
values of <0.05 were considered to indicate statistical
significance.

Results

Effects of capsaicin on C4 activity

Bath-applied capsaicin (1–100 μM) induced a sudden de-
crease in the C4 burst rate at 2–3 min after the application of
capsaicin and a subsequent gradual increase at 10–15 min
after the application (Figs. 1 and 2). The initial inhibitory
effect, which was dose dependent, appeared at 1–100 μM,
whereas the excitatory effect at 10–15 min of application
reached the maximum level at 10 μM (Fig. 2). After washout,
the C4 rate gradually decreased to the same rate as the control
(Fig. 2). The effects of 10 μM capsaicin were partially re-
versed by TRPV1 antagonists, 10 μM capsazepine or 1 μM

AMG9810. As shown in Fig. 2c, d, capsazepine (as well as
AMG9810) typically blocked the second phase of the
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b

Fig. 1 The effects of capsaicin on C4 activity. Upper traces, raw data;
lower traces, integrated C4 activity. a A typical example of the effects of
10 μM capsaicin on C4 activity. Note that the 15-min application of
10 μM capsaicin induced strong tonic discharges as well as transient
inhibition followed by the facilitation of respiratory rhythm. b The
effects of the second application of 10 μM capsaicin, 15 min after the
first application. Note that the second application induced no significant
effects on C4 activity and that tonic activity was not induced
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10 μM capsazepine on the C4 burst rate induced by 10 μM capsaicin.
Note that the increase in the burst rate after transient inhibition by
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the dose-dependent effects of capsaicin and effects of TRPV1
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bars, control; gray bars, at 2–3 min application; white bars, at 15 min
application. The B10 μM + capsazepine^ and B10 μM + AMG9810^
columns denote the effects of 10 μM capsaicin in the presence of
10 μM capsazepine or 1 μM AMG9810, respectively. The number in
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$$$P < 0.001

330 Pflugers Arch - Eur J Physiol (2017) 469:327–338



capsaicin effects, i.e., the excitation following the initial de-
crease of the C4 burst rate.

It is well known that capsaicin causes strong desensitiza-
tion [36]. We investigated whether the effects of capsaicin on
respiratory rhythm generation are desensitized. As shown in
Figs. 1 and 3, a second application of 10μMcapsaicin at 15 or
30 min after washout of the first application induced no sig-
nificant effects on the C4 activity and did not induce tonic
activity. Because the desensitization is thought to be induced
by the binding of Ca2+ to calmodulin [18], we examined the
effects of a calmodulin inhibitor on the capsaicin-induced de-
sensitization. The coapplication of W-7 (50 μM), a calmodu-
lin antagonist, with capsaicin (10 μM) induced biphasic re-
sponses on C4 activity that were similar to the sole application
of capsaicin. However, after 15 min of washout, the second
application of capsaicin induced no significant change in the
C4 activity (n = 3, Fig, 3c), indicating that W-7 could not
prevent TRPV1 desensitization.

Effects of capsaicin on Pre-I and Insp neurons

We examined the effects of 10μMcapsaicin on the membrane
potentials and burst activity of Pre-I (n = 5) and Insp (n = 7)
neurons in the rostral ventrolateral medulla. Capsaicin in-
duced typically biphasic responses in the membrane poten-
tials: initial depolarization in association with tonic firing
and a subsequent recovery phase (Figs. 4 and 5), whereas
initial transient hyperpolarization, in association with the
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Upper traces, membrane potentials; lower traces, C4 activity. A, A
slower sweep representation of the membrane potential response to the
application of 10 μM capsaicin. B-1–B-4, Faster sweep representations of
the membrane potential responses. The application of capsaicin
depolarized this neuron, and the burst discharge turned into a tonic
firing pattern after 5 min of application (B-2); this was accompanied by
a decrease in the C4 rate and tonic discharges. After 15min of application,
the preinspiratory neuron and C4 rhythm increased (B-3)
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inhibition of the firing, was induced in two Pre-I and one Insp
neuron (data not shown). The group data are shown in Table 1.
During and after the application of 10 μM capsaicin, an aug-
mented inspiratory burst was more frequently and clearly ob-
served in 75% of the preparations at a rate of approximately
once per four to five respiratory cycles. Typical examples are
shown in Fig. 5 (B-3 and C). The inspiratory burst activity was
smallest just after the augmented inspiratory burst; the burst

amplitude then tended to increase until the next augmented
burst (Fig. 5 (C)).

In Pre-I neurons (n = 4) in the rostral pFRG, the effects of
20 μM capsaicin and hypercapnic stimulation were examined
in the presence of TTX (0.5 μM). A typical example was
shown in Fig. 6 (A). After the application of capsaicin, the
Pre-I neurons tended to show slight depolarization
(−45.5 ± 3.8 mV in control, −43.0 ± 3.6 mV in capsaicin;
P < 0.01, n = 4 by paired t test, summarized in Fig. 6 (B-3))
with a minor change in their input resistance (625 ± 263 MΩ
in control, 675 ± 366 MΩ in capsaicin, not significant) (Fig. 6
(A)). The fluctuation of the membrane potential increased in
response to capsaicin application in the presence of 0.5 μM
TTX (Fig. 6 (B-1, B-2); SD value of 153 ± 6.3% of control).
Hypercapnic stimulation (2 → 8%) in the above four cells
induced 9.0 ± 3.6 mV depolarization (P < 0.05, n = 4) with
an increase in the input resistance (625 ± 299 →
875 ± 457 MΩ, P = 0.08, n = 4), consistent with results of
our previous studies [22, 23] (Fig. 6 (A)). Furthermore, we
examined effects of 20 μM capsaicin in the presence of
0.5 μM TTX, 0.1 mM Cd2+, and 1 μM CNQX on CO2-sen-
sitive Pre-I neurons in the rostral pFRG (n = 4, data not
shown). The membrane fluctuation was at least partially
blocked (SD value of 121 ± 3.1% of control). All of the tested
neurons were identified as being Phox2b positive (Fig. 6 (C,
D)). As shown in an example in Fig. 6 (A), hypercapnic stim-
ulation immediately after 20 μM capsaicin application still
induced membrane depolarization. Because capsaicin induced
strong desensitization (see above), this result suggested that
the CO2 response of pFRG-Pre-I neurons was less affected by
the desensitization of the capsaicin response. This was also
confirmed in the absence of TTX; an increase in the C4 burst
rate by hypercapnic stimulation (2→ 8% CO2) was observed
in the presence of 10 μM capsaicin (at more than 30 min)
(197 ± 52%without capsaicin and 222 ± 144%with capsaicin,
n = 5, not significant). We also tested the membrane potential
response to 10 μM capsaicin application in the presence of
TTX for Pre-I neurons in the caudal pFRG that were Phox2b
negative and CO2 insensitive [22]. Application of capsaicin
induced slight membrane depolarization (−42.3 ± 2.1 mV,
383.3 ± 104.1 MΩ in control ; −40.3 ± 1.5 mV,
363.3 ± 80.8 MΩ in capsaicin; n = 3, not significant).

Effects of high capsaicin concentration

A previous paper reported that high concentrations (e.g.,
50 μM, 55–60 min) of capsaicin stopped inspiratory burst
activity in medullary slice preparations, including the
preBötC [17]. We also tested this effect in en bloc prepara-
tions. C4 inspiratory activity did not stop, even after 60–
90 min application of 50 or 100 μM capsaicin. The C4 burst
rate was 7.0 ± 0.6 bursts/min (n = 5) and 11 ± 1.0 bursts/min
(n = 3) after the 60-min application of 50 and 100 μM
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Fig. 5 The effects of capsaicin on an inspiratory neuron in the medulla.
Upper traces, membrane potentials; lower traces, C4 activity. A, A
slower sweep representation of the membrane potential response to the
application of 10 μM capsaicin. B-1–B-3, Faster sweep representations of
the membrane potential responses. The application of capsaicin
depolarized this neuron, and the burst discharge turned into a tonic
firing pattern after 5 min of application (B-2, in which action potentials
are truncated); this was accompanied by a decrease in the C4 rate and
tonic discharges. Note that an augmented inspiratory burst was clearly
identified after 15 min of washout (B-3, the first and fifth burst). C, The
augmented inspiratory burst appeared at every four respiratory cycles
(arrows). Note that the burst activity was smallest just after the
augmented inspiratory burst and then tended to increase the burst
amplitude until the next augmented burst (see the lowest trace, which
indicates integrated C4 burst activity)
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capsaicin, respectively. To clarify the network mechanisms
that produce respiratory activity in the presence of 50 μM
capsaicin, we performed optical recordings using a voltage-
sensitive dye. Figure 7 shows that an example of optical re-
cording in the presence of 50 μM capsaicin (60–80 min) was
basically the same as that under control conditions (Fig. 7 (B))
[20]; the preinspiratory activity initially appeared in the rostral
ventrolateral medulla (corresponding to the pFRG), and then
the activity propagated to the more caudal medulla (probably
corresponding to the preBötC). The duration of the
preinspiratory phase tended to increase in the presence of cap-
saicin, but the change was not statistically significant
(356 ± 220 ms in control [n = 10] and 520 ± 166 ms in
capsaicin [n = 7]).

To further investigate the role of the pFRG on respiratory
rhythm generation after treatment with a high concentration of
capsaicin, we examined effects of 50 μM capsaicin in the
caudal preparations in which approximately 80% of the rostral
part of the pFRGwas removed. The C4 burst rate of the caudal
preparations was lower than that of the standard preparation
(2.2 ± 0.8 bursts/min [n = 6], as reported previously [33]). As
shown in Fig. 8, C4 inspiratory rhythm stopped within 20 min
(16.8 ± 2.7 min, n = 6) after capsaicin application.

Immunohistochemistry

The histochemical analysis demonstrated a wide distribution
of TRPV1 channel-positive cells in the reticular formation of
the medulla, including the pFRG and preBötC, with stronger
expression in the motor neuron pools in the medulla as well as
the spinal cord and dorsal root ganglion (Fig. 9a, d). A similar
distribution was also confirmed by the in situ hybridization of
mRNA for TRPV1 channel protein (Fig. 9e). We confirmed
that the Phox2b-positive cells in the pFRG region expressed
TRPV1 channel protein (Fig. 9b, c).

Discussion

Capsaicin induced a biphasic response in the respiratory
rhythm (i.e., a transient decrease followed by an increase in

the C4 rate) in brainstem-spinal cord preparations from new-
born rats. The second-phase excitatory effect in the biphasic
response was partially blocked by TRPV1 antagonists,
capsazepine, or AMG9810, whereas the initial inhibitory ef-
fect was not suppressed by these antagonists. Our histochem-
ical analysis using antibodies and mRNA for TRPV1 channel
protein demonstrated that TRPV1 channel-positive cells were
widely distributed in the reticular formation of the medulla.
Although the partial blockade by antagonists on capsaicin
effects might be due to the potency of antagonists used [15,
39], the effects of capsaicin might be due to the partially
TRPV1-independent or non-specific action of capsaicin [7,
25]. The Pre-I and Insp neurons showed tonic firings due to
membrane depolarization during this inhibitory phase. In the
brainstem-spinal cord preparation, it has been hypothesized
that Pre-I neurons in the pFRG periodically trigger the Insp
burst generation in the preBötC [11, 16, 20, 28]. Thus, the
initial inhibitory phase may be explained by the disorganiza-
tion of the respiratory rhythm-generating neuron networks.

One of the characteristic effects of capsaicin is that it causes
strong desensitization [36]. We confirmed that this property
also appeared in capsaicin’s effects on the generation of respi-
ratory rhythm. It has been suggested that the Ca2+-dependent
phosphorylation/dephosphorylation process is involved in this
desensitization [36]. As one of the mechanisms, calmodulin is
involved in Ca2+-dependent desensitization of TRPV1 [18,
36]. In the present study, the capsaicin-induced desensitization
was not blocked by the coapplication of W-7 (a calmodulin
antagonist) with capsaicin. Nevertheless, as discussed previ-
ously, this negative result does not necessarily suggest that a
calmodulin-independent mechanism is involved in the desen-
sitization [18].

With regard to the other characteristics of the effects of
capsaicin, we note that the augmented C4 inspiratory ac-
tivity appeared at a rate of once per four to five respiratory
cycles after washout. The inspiratory burst activity was
typically the smallest just after the augmented inspiratory
burst, and then the burst amplitude tended to increase until
the next augmented burst. This gradual recovery during
four to five respiratory cycles might reflect a gradual in-
crease in the number of active inspiratory neurons (i.e., the

Table 1 Effects of 10 μM
capsaicin on the membrane
potential (Vm) and input
resistance (Rm) of preinspiratory
(Pre-I) and inspiratory (Insp)
neurons

Control 3–5 min 15 min Washout (15 min)

Pre-I

n = 5

Vm (mV) −48.0 ± 5.3 −46.9 ± 4.4 -45.1 ± 4.2 −46.2 ± 2.2

Rm (MΩ) 610.1 ± 156.9 520.8 ± 69.6 463.3 ± 101.3

Insp

n = 7

Vm −47.9 ± 3.1 −43.6 ± 6.7 −46.4 ± 6.5 −51.3 ± 3.4

Rm 350.8 ± 163.7 364.6 ± 224.1 254.9 ± 113.3
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recovery process of excitability of the inspiratory neuron
network after the generation of the preceding burst). This
augmented inspiratory activity might correspond to sigh
activity [14, 21, 26]. A recent paper reported that specific
peptidergic neurons in the parafacial region were responsi-
ble for the generation of sigh activity in the preBötC [13].
Whether a similar mechanism is involved in the generation
of the augmented activity that was observed in the present
study remains a topic for future research.

Cells in the pFRG that have been reported to be im-
portant in central chemoreception [8, 22, 29] expressed
TRPV1 channels. Although it is known that TRPV1 is
sensitive to extracellular acidification [36, 37], recent
studies suggested that extracellular acidosis may not sig-
nificantly modulate TRPV1 activity in physiological con-
ditions due to the attenuation of TRPV1 channel activity
by intracellular acidification [3, 4]. However, TRP chan-
nel broad-spectrum blockers and TRPV1- and TRPM8-
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Fig. 6 The effects of capsaicin on preinspiratory neurons in the presence
of 0.5 μM TTX. A, The membrane potential response to hypercapnia
(2→8% CO2, blue lines) and 20 μM capsaicin (red lines). A square
current pulse (500 ms, 0.1 Hz, 20 pA) was applied to monitor change
of input resistance. Negative deflections of the baseline membrane
potential are proportional to the input resistance. A’, The burst pattern of
this preinspiratory neuron in a control (upper trace, membrane potential;
lower trace, C4 activity). Note that hypercapnic stimulation induced
membrane depolarization, which was accompanied by an increase in
the input resistance. The application of 20 μM capsaicin induced slight
depolarization and an increase of the membrane potential fluctuation.

Second application of 8% CO2 immediately after 20 μM capsaicin also
induced membrane depolarization. B-1, B-2, Fast sweep representations
of B-1 and B-2, respectively, in A. Note that the membrane potential
fluctuation increased during the application of capsaicin (B-2). B-3,
Summary of membrane potential changes in four preinspiratory neurons
in response to the application of 20 μM capsaicin in TTX; Pre, in control;
Post, after 15 min in capsaicin. C, The location of the recorded neuron
(Lucifer yellow [cyan] staining). This neuron is Phox2b-positive (red).D-
1, D-2, Higher magnification views of the highlighted square in the left
image. FN facial nucleus
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specific blockers attenuated the hypercapnic acidosis-
induced Ca2+ response in glia-rich cell cultures from the
medulla in which the mRNA of TRPV1, TRPA1, and
TRPM8 were expressed [9]. Thus, the members of the
TRP channel family partially mediate the fast hypercapnic
acidosis-induced Ca2+ response and are candidate central
chemosensing proteins [9]. In the pFRG of the brainstem-
spinal cord preparation, capsaicin slightly depolarized
CO2-sensitive Pre-I neurons in the presence of TTX,
whereas the response was insufficient to engage

membrane depolarization by hypercapnic stimulation
(2 → 8% CO2). We found that capsaicin increased the
fluctuation of the membrane potential in the presence of
TTX with a minor change in the input resistance and that
the fluctuation was partially blocked in solution contain-
ing TTX, Cd2+, and CNQX. Similar responses were also
observed in CO2-insensitive Pre-I neurons in the caudal
pFRG. These results suggest that capsaicin mainly acts on
the presynaptic sites (and/or intracellular targets such as
the endoplasmic reticulum) [24, 40] of the pFRG-Pre-I

a b c

a b c

a b c

c  50 µM capsaicin  c’

d
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a b c

a   Control a’

b

2.4 x 3.2 mm

C4
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Fig. 7 Optical imaging of the respiratory neuron activity in the ventral
medulla. A, B Images in a preparation under the control condition; C, D
images in another preparation under the presence of 50 μM capsaicin
(70–80 min). The results represent the average from 40 consecutive
respiratory cycles with a C4 burst used as the trigger. A, C, Optical
images of respiratory neuron activity at the onset of the C4 burst (blue
dotted vertical bar in A’, C’) superimposed on the ventral surface of the
medulla. A’ , C’, Fluorescence changes at the two spots indicated in the
left panel (A, C): red, in the rostral ventrolateral medulla at a level of the
facial nucleus corresponding to the parafacial respiratory group; blue, in

themore caudal ventrolateral medulla at the level of the rostral roots of the
12th cranial nerve corresponding to the preBötzinger complex. The
fluorescence decrease, i.e., depolarization, was upward. Light blue bars
under the C4 trace denote the inspiratory phase. B,D, The spatiotemporal
pattern of optical respiratory neuron activity. Panels a–c correspond to a–
c in A’ and C’, respectively. Note that the optical signals reflecting the
respiratory neuron activity appear in the rostral ventrolateral medulla
during the preinspiratory phase (similar to the pattern in the control of
previous reports) [20]
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neurons and that the contribution of TRPV1 to the hyper-
capnic response of Pre-I neurons may be limited. Our
results that capsaicin-induced desensitization did not af-
fect the hypercapnic response in rostral pFRG Pre-I neu-
rons (in TTX) and the C4 burst rate (without TTX) also
supported the minor contribution of TRPV1 channels to
central chemoreception in the newborn rat en bloc prepa-
ration. In our previous paper, we investigated the effects
of the combined application of capsaicin with QX-314 (a
quaternary lidocaine derivative) on respiratory rhythm
generation [31]. Although it was reported that QX-314
passed through activated TRPV1 channels of the dorsal
root ganglion neurons [2], the combined application of
capsaicin with QX-314 did not cause additional effects
on respiratory activity in the en bloc preparation com-
pared to the sole application of QX-314. These and the
present results are consistent with the presynaptic (and/or
non-specific) action of capsaicin on pFRG-Pre-I neurons.

A previous paper reported that treatment with a high con-
centration (55–60 min treatment with 50 μM) of capsaicin
stopped inspiratory burst activity in medullary slice prepara-
tions, including the preBötC [17]. This was due to the deple-
tion of SP in the nerve terminal of the preBötC. In the present
study, we found that C4 inspiratory activity did not stop, even
after 60–90 min of application of 50 or 100 μM capsaicin.
Voltage-sensitive dye imaging demonstrated that the spatio-
temporal pattern of respiratory rhythm-generating networks
after the application of capsaicin (50 μM, 70–90 min) were
basically the same as that of the control [1, 16, 20]. In contrast,
application of 50 μM capsaicin stopped C4 Insp activity in

preparations without most of the pFRG. The present results
suggest that respiratory rhythm is driven by Pre-I neurons,
regardless of the SP content in the preBötC and possibly in
the pFRG regions in the en bloc preparation [1, 16, 20].

Conclusion

Application of capsaicin in the medulla had various influences
on the respiratory center. These included potent (but transient)
inhibitory and subsequent excitatory effects on the respiratory
rhythm and the periodical augmentation of the inspiratory
burst pattern. The effects of capsaicin were partially blocked
by TRPV1 antagonists but could also be induced at least par-
tially via the non-specific action. Further study is necessary to
elucidate the cellular mechanisms underlying the
desensitizing effects of capsaicin on respiratory activity. Our
results also suggested that the contribution of the TRPV1
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Fig. 9 TRPV1 immunostaining of the ventral medulla of the neonatal rat
(postnatal day 1). a TRPV1 expression at the level of the rostral pFRG
(0.6 mm rostral to the caudal end of the facial nucleus). b Phox2b
expression. c Merged TRPV1 (green) and Phox2b (red) expression.
The region of the rostral pFRG is indicated by the white dotted line. d
A dorsal root ganglion (left) and spinal cord (right) as positive controls. e
Expression of the genes encoding TRPV1 in the region of the pFRG of a
neonatal rat on postnatal day 1. In situ hybridization using a riboprobe for
rat Trpv1. The arrowheads indicate trpv1-positive cells in the pFRG
region. f A dorsal root ganglion as a positive control. FN facial nucleus
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Fig. 8 Effects of a high concentration of capsaicin on C4 inspiratory
activity in the caudal preparation. a C4 activity in the caudal
preparation. C4 inspiratory activity was stopped at 16 min after 50 μM
capsaicin was applied. bRepresentation in a sagittal slice with fluorescent
Nissl stain of the transection level of this caudal preparation in which
approximately 80% of the rostral part of the pFRG was removed. C4
inspiratory activity did not recover even after washout of capsaicin (50-
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channels to central chemoreception was limited, although cap-
saicin could modulate the activity of CO2-sensitive Phox2b-
expressing Pre-I neurons.
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