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Abstract Herpes simplex virus type 1 (HSV-1) encepha-
litis (HSE) is the most common fatal sporadic encephalitis
in developed countries. There is evidence from HSE ani-
mal models that not only direct virus-mediated damage
caused but also the host’s immune response contributes
to the high mortality of the disease. Chemokines modulate
and orchestrate this immune response. Previous experi-
mental studies in HSE models identified the chemokine
receptor CXCR3 and its ligands as molecules with a high
impact on the course of HSE in mouse models. In this
study, the role of the chemokine receptor CXCR3 was
evaluated after intranasal infection with the encephalito-
genic HSV-1 strain 17 syn* using CXCR3-deficient mice
(CXCR3 ") and wild-type controls. We demonstrated a
neurotropic viral spread into the CNS of after intranasal
infection. Although viral load and histological distribution
of infected neurons were independent from CXCR3 sig-
naling early after infection, CXCR3-deficient mice
cleared HSV-1 more efficiently 14 days after infection.
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Furthermore, CXCR3 deficiency led to a decreased weight
loss in mice after HSV-1 infection. T cell infiltration and
microglial activation was prominently reduced by inhibition
of CXCR3 signaling. Quantitative PCR of proinflammatory
cytokines and chemokines confirmed the reduced neuro-
inflammatory response in CXCR3-deficient mice during
HSE. Our results demonstrate that the recruitment of periph-
eral immune cells into the CNS, induction of neuroinflamma-
tion, and consecutive weight loss during herpes encephalitis is
modulated by CXCR3 signaling. Interruption of the CXCR3
pathway ameliorates the detrimental host immune response
and in turn, leads paradoxically to an enhanced viral clearance
after intranasal infection. Our data gives further insight into
the role of CXCR3 during HSE after intranasal infection.

Keywords HSV-1 - Herpes simplex encephalitis - CXCR3 -
Intranasal infection route

Introduction

Herpes simplex virus type 1 (HSV-1) encephalitis (HSE)
is the most common fatal sporadic encephalitis in humans
(Whitley and Roizman 2001; Steiner et al. 2007).
Treatment with acyclovir decreased its mortality from 70
to 20%. However, only a part of HSE patients fully re-
cover (Skoldenberg et al. 1984; Whitley et al. 1986). It is
believed that HSV-1 in humans enters the central nervous
system (CNS) via the olfactory pathway or via the trigem-
inal ganglion (Esiri 1982; Kennedy and Chaudhuri 2002).
In mice, development of experimental herpes encephalitis
after HSV-1 inoculation is strongly dependent on genetic
background and route of infection (Lopez 1975). When
administered intranasally (i.n.), HSV-1 enters the CNS
and results in an acute necrotizing encephalitis involving
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the olfactory and limbic systems, including the olfactory
bulb, hypothalamus, thalamus, amygdala, hippocampus,
and olfactory and entorhinal cortices. Pathological hall-
mark is a necrotizing encephalitis with primarily HSV-1-
infected neurons but also glia (Mori et al. 2005;
Shivkumar et al. 2013). The infection induces the host
production of proinflammatory cytokines infiltration of
macrophages, both CD4* and CD8* T lymphocytes, and
NK cells into the CNS (Kastrukoff et al. 2010).

The recruitment of immune cells into the lesioned CNS
is orchestrated by multiple chemokines during HSV-1 en-
cephalitis (Lundberg and Cantin 2003). Infected mice dis-
play a rapid upregulation of several chemokines in the
brain, trigeminal ganglion, including CCL2, CCL4,
CCL5, CXCL9, and CXCL10. (Carr et al. 1998; Fenton
et al. 2002; Cook et al. 2004; Sellner et al. 2005). The
receptor for the latter two of these chemokines is CXCR3
(Loetscher et al. 2001). CXCR3 is expressed by activated
CD4" and CD8" T cells, NK cells, microglia/monocytes,
and dendritic cells (Loetscher et al. 1996; Garcia-Lopez
et al. 2001). High levels of CXCR3 are found on activated
Th1 T cells but not on Th2-polarized cells (Sallusto et al.
1998). The induction of all CXCR3 ligands is mediated
by IFN-y (Luster et al. 1985; Farber 1990). CXCL9 and
CXCL10 have been shown to stimulate the chemotaxis of
CXCR3"-activated T cells and NK cells in vitro and in
several experimental disease models (reviewed in Miiller
et al. 2010). In addition, there is increasing evidence that
CXCR3 is also expressed on resident cells of the CNS, in
particular astrocytes, microglia and neurons (Krauthausen
et al. 2014; Krauthausen et al. 2015).

The pathomechanistic causes of high mortality and
morbidity due to HSV-encephalitis have not been well
defined. There is increasing evidence that the host
immune response most likely plays a more important role
than direct virus induced neuronal damage, e.g., necropsy
virus titers in mice do not correlate with mouse resistance or
susceptibility genotype (Lundberg et al. 2003; Lundberg et al.
2007), better survival in susceptible mouse strains after
depletion of granulocytes and macrophages (Lundberg et al.
2008), long-term MRI abnormalities are reducible in mice
by treatment with Acyclovir (ACV) in combination with
corticosteroids but not in mice treated with ACV or PBS alone
(Meyding-Lamadé et al. 2003). The objective of this study
was to further elucidate the role of CXCR3 in experimental
HSE. Previous studies in experimental HSE using an
ocular infection route suggested that both HSV-1 replication
and survival is enhanced in mice deficient for CXCR3
(Lundberg and Cantin 2003; Wickham et al. 2004; Wuest
and Carr 2008).

In contrast to previous studies, we further characterized
a nasal infection route in HSE and demonstrated an en-
hanced viral clearance and amelioration of HSE disease

course in CXCR3-deficient mice by reduction of detri-
mental host immune response.

Materials and methods
Animals

CXCR3-deficient (CXCR3KO) mice (originally provided
by Drs. Bao Lu and Craig Gerard, Children’s Hospital and
Harvard Medical School, Boston, MA) have been
described previously (Hancock et al. 2000). The mice
were backcrossed at least eight generations onto the
C57BL/6 strain. CXCR3-deficient mice displayed no
clinical or histologic abnormalities when compared with
wild-type (WT) mice.

Experimental procedure

Five-week old mice were anesthetized, and then 10 pL
saline containing 10° pfu HSV-1 17 syn* were injected
intranasally. Mock-treated animals served as controls.
After infection, mice were examined on a daily basis for
clinical signs of HSE and body weight. According to pro-
tocol, mice were sacrificed if loss of body weight
exceeded more than 30%.

In the first experiment, intranasal route, HSV-infection
spread was determined in C57BL/6 wild-type mice. On days
3,5,6, 7,8, and 9, groups of 4—6 mice were perfused
transcardially with ice-cold PBS until flow through was
completely clear to remove intravascular leukocytes. Brains
were removed and cut along the sagittal midline. After over-
night fixation, halves of the brains were prepared for paraffin-
embedded histology, whereas the other halves where embed-
ded in tissue-tek for fluorescent histology on frozen sections.
The whole specimen were cut in 10-pum sagittal serial sections
to determine the intracerebral spread of HS-virus infection.

In the second experiment, the influence of CXCR3 sig-
nalling was determined on the course of HSE by infecting
CXCR3-deficient and wild-type control mice. Again,
mock-treated mice of both genotypes served as negative
controls. On days 3 (three mice per group), 7, and 14 (6—7
mice per group each), brains were removed after
transcardial perfusion with ice-cold PBS. Due to exces-
sive loss of body weight and according to protocol, a
HSV-infected wild-type mouse had to be sacrificed on
day 9 of the experiment. Brains were cut along the sagittal
midline and one half was snap frozen in liquid nitrogen,
whereas the other half was fixed overnight in PBS-
buffered 4% paraformaldehyde at 4 °C, washed in PBS,
and subsequently embedded in paraffin.
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Routine histology and immunohistochemistry

Paraffin-embedded sections were stained with H&E and
luxol fast blue for routine histological analysis. For im-
munohistochemistry of paraffin-embedded tissue, sec-
tions were rehydrated in graded ethanol series after
deparaffination in xylene. Slides were then incubated
over night at 4 °C with primary antibodies (rabbit poly-
clonal anti-HSV-1, 1/100, Dako; rabbit polyclonal anti
CD3: 1/200, Dako; Tomato lectin: 1/50, Sigma; mono-
clonal mouse anti-GFAP: 1:500, Dako). After washing
in PBS, a corresponding biotinylated secondary antibody
(Axxora, Lorrach, Germany; 1/200) and HRP-coupled
streptavidin (Axxora; 1/200) was used. Nova Red
(Vector Labs) was applied as the immunoperoxidase
substrate according to the manufacturer’s instructions.
Sections were counterstained with hematoxylin (Sigma-
Aldrich).

Apoptotic neurons on paraffin-sections were detected using
TUNEL staining kit (Roche) according to manufacturers pro-
tocol with slight modifications.

Fluorescent immunohistochemistry was applied to frozen
sections. Primary antibodies were incubated overnight at 4 °C.
After washing in PBS, an A594 or A488 fluorescence-
conjugated secondary antibody (Invitrogen, Darmstadt,
Germany; 1/200, 60 min) was used to visualize the primary
antibody. Sections were counterstained with DAPI (Sigma-
Aldrich, Munich, Germany). Conventional and
immunofluorescence-stained sections were examined under
a Nikon eclipse 800 bright-field and fluorescence microscope
(Nikon, Diisseldorf, Germany). Bright-field images and
monochrome fluorescent images were acquired using a Spot
flex camera and SPOT advanced 4.5 software (Diagnostic
instruments, Sterling, MI, USA).

Quantitative real-time PCR

RNA of whole brain hemispheres was isolated using Trizol
reagent (Invitrogen) according to the manufacturer’s instruc-
tions. Total RNA (2 png) was reverse-transcribed into cDNA
using SuperScript™ III Reverse Transcriptase (Invitrogen).
Real-time quantitative PCR assays were performed using
SYBRgreen. The composition of the reaction mixture was as
follows: 2 pul of cDNA, 100 nM of each primer, and 1 x SYBR
Green PCR Master Mix (Applied Biosystems) in a total vol-
ume of 25 ul. Samples were analyzed simultaneously for
GAPDH mRNA as the internal control, and quantitative ex-
pression values were extrapolated from separate standard
curves. Each sample was assayed in duplicate and normalized
to GAPDH.

Real-time PCR amplification and detection of HSV-1 DNA
was performed on a LightCycler 2.0 instrument (Roche) as
described previously in detail (Hafezi et al. 2012).
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Statistical analysis

For statistical analysis, GraphPad Prism was used. Weight
course was analyzed using a two-way ANOVA followed by
a two-tailed Student’s ¢ test with p <0.05 considered to be
statistically significant. Real-time PCR data were analyzed
where appropriate by a two-tailed Student’s ¢ test. Due to
missing variance in HSV-1 copy numbers on day 14, data
were analyzed using a chi-square test with p < 0.05 considered
to be statistically significant.

Results

Intranasal HSV-1 inoculation establishes herpes simplex
encephalitis with predominant hippocampal viral load
and isolated infection of neurons

After intranasal application of HSV-1, all mice developed his-
tological proven herpes simplex encephalitis (HSE). In con-
trast to other HSE mouse models, clinical severity of HSE is
reduced and no spontaneous deaths occurred. Because of
weight loss >30%, 3 out of 38 mice had to be sacrificed during
disease course (data not shown).

Routine histology revealed extensive anti-HSV-1 staining
across the brain of infected mice. Brain regions predominately
infected with HSV-1 were the hippocampus (Fig. 1a), basal
ganglia (Fig. 1b) and cortex (Fig. 1c¢). In all areas, anti-HS V-1
staining pattern resembled neuronal morphology.
Quantification of HSV-1-infected cells on day 7 using serial
sections displayed a clustered distribution of infected neurons
in the whole brain. Clusters could be detected, e.g., in the
hippocampus, cortex, thalamus, olfactory bulb, brainstem,
and cerebellum (Fig. 1d). Immunohistochemistry on frozen
sections clearly demonstrated a colocalization of anti-HSV-1
staining and the neuronal marker NeuN (Fig. 1e). In summary,
the results of these studies demonstrate an efficient infection
of C57BL/6 mice with HSV-1 via intranasal inoculation with
low lethality and viral spread into the whole brain.

Disruption of CXCR3-signaling ameliorates HSE course
after intranasal inoculation

To determine the effect of CXCR3-signaling on the disease
course of HSE, CXCR3-deficient mice and wild-type controls
were infected using an intranasal route. Body weight was
monitored daily and relative changes calculated (Fig. 2).
Because of the juvenile age (5 weeks), all experimental groups
gained body weight throughout the disease course. Weight
gain was impaired in wild-type controls compared to
CXCR3-deficient mice (two-way ANOVA p <0.001). Serial
t testing reached statistical significance from day 11 until ter-
mination of the experiment on day 14 (p <0.05). There were
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Fig. 1 Intranasal HSV-1 infection results in a widespread HSE with a
clustered distribution of infected neurons in the whole brain of wild-
type mice. Anti-HSV-1 immunohistochemistry 7 days after intranasal
HSV-1 infection revealed a clustered staining pattern especially in
neuron-rich brain regions (a—c). Typical predilection sites for HSV-1
infection clusters were the hippocampus (a), thalamus (b), and occipital
cortex (c¢) in wild-type mice. Anti-HSV 1 immunoreactive cells displayed

no spontaneous deaths in both CXCR3-deficient and wild-
type mice. However, a HSV-1-infected wild-type mouse had
to be sacrificed on day 9 and removed from the analysis be-
cause of more than 30% weight loss. Mock-treated CXCR3-
deficient mice and wild-type controls continuously gained
about 25% body weight during the experiment without overt
differences (data not shown). We also observed less clinical
signs in CXCR3-deficient mice like shivering, decrease of
movement, and a hunched back. However, these differences
were not quantified.

Overall, the results of these studies indicated that CXCR3-
signaling plays a detrimental role in the clinical course of
HSE.

Early neuronal HSV-1 infection is independent
from CXCR3-signaling

To determine the influence of CXCR3-signaling on early
HSV-1 infection of neurons during HSE, viral load was quan-
tified at 3 and 5 days after disease induction. Histologically
viral infection was detected in all brain regions at day 7 with a

HSV-1/NeuN

o

typical morphological criteria for neurons. Semiquantitative analysis of
serial sections in six mice demonstrated the hippocampus, cortex,
thalamus, hypothalamus, brainstem, and cerebellum to be the most
affected brain regions (d; each dot represents the mean number of
infected cells in the according brain region). Double immunofluorescent
staining for the neuronal marker anti-NeuN (red) and anti-HSV1 (green)
clearly identified neurons to be the HSV-1 infected cell population (e)

similar distribution in CXCR3 ™" mice and controls (Fig. 3a).
Quantification of HSV-1-infected cells on days 3 and 7 after
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Fig. 2 Disruption of CXCR3 signaling protects from weight loss during
HSE. Time course of mean relative body weight after intranasal HSV-1
infection in CXCR3-deficient mice (red) and wild-type controls (black)
revealed a significantly ameliorated disease course by disruption of
CXCR3 signaling (*p < 0.05, dagger removal of one wild-type mouse
from experiment after loss of body weight >30%)
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Fig. 3 Early neuronal infection with HSV-1 is independent of CXCR3
signaling. H&E and LFE histology in combination with anti-HSV-1
immunohistochemistry (red) displayed an equal distribution and similar
numbers of HSV-1-infected cells in CXCR3-deficient and wild-type mice
(a). In wild-type mice, cellular density appeared higher than in CXCR3-
deficient mice according to nuclear staining pattern in H&E histology.
Semiquantitative analysis of anti-HSV-1 immunohistochemistry in 4—6

viral inoculation exhibited equal numbers in CXCR3-
deficient mice and wild-type controls (Fig. 3b). Furthermore,
HSV-1 DNA copy numbers were identical in CXCR3-
deficient mice and wild-type controls on days 3 and 7
(Fig. 3c). Taken together, these data demonstrate a CXCR3-
independent viral spread into the brain after intranasal HSV-1
infection during HSE.

Infiltration of T cells and activation of brain microglia is
impaired in CXCR3-deficient mice during HSE

To assess the functional relevance of CXCR3-signaling in
neuroinflammation during HSE, we performed immunohisto-
chemistry (Fig. 4). As shown above, numbers of HSV-1-
infected neurons did not differ between CXCR3-deficient
mice and controls (Fig. 5a, b). As CXCR3 is known to be
involved into the recruitment of T cells, we performed anti-
CD3 immunohistochemistry 7 days after HSV-1 infection.
Whereas numerous T cells were recruited in wild-type mice
into HSV-1-infected brain regions (Fig. 5¢). T cell numbers
remained very low in the brains of CXCR3-deficient mice
(Fig. 5%). Furthermore, CXCR3-deficient mice displayed only
minor histological signs of microglia activation or macro-
phage infiltration into these areas compared with wild-type
controls shown by lectin staining (Fig. 5c, d). In contrast,
anti-GFAP immunohistochemistry revealed pronounced
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mice per group and time point excluded differences in infected cell
numbers between CXCR3-deficient and wild-type mice at days 3 and 7
post infection (b). Correspondingly, quantitative PCR of HSV-1 copy
numbers could not detect any differences in HSV-1 virus load between
CXCR3ko and wild-type mice 3 and 7 days after infection (¢, n.d not
detectable)

activation of astrocytes by morphological criteria in HSV-1-
infected regions of CXCR3 ™~ mice compared with wild-type
controls (Fig. 5g, h).

In summary, these data demonstrate a reduced infiltration
of T cells, less activated microglia/macrophages, but pro-
nounced astrocytosis in HSV-1-infected brain regions of
CXCR3-deficient mice.

Disrupted CXCR3-signaling facilitates HSV-1 clearance
during HSE

To determine the role of CXCR3-signaling on the viral clear-
ance during HSE, HSV-1 load was measured in CXCR3™"~
mice and wild-type controls 14 days after infection. Anti-
HSV-1 immunohistochemistry revealed an advanced clear-
ance of HSV-1 protein in CXCR3-deficient mice in all areas
of the brain, whereas higher numbers of HSV-1-infected cells
were still detectable in wild-type controls (Fig. 4a). Visual
quantification of HSV-1-infected cells revealed lower num-
bers of HSV-1-infected cells in CXCR3-deficient mice
(Fig. 4b; WT 4.5+ 1.8 infected cells/visual field vs.
CXCR3ko 1.3+0.4 infected cells/visual field).
Quantification of HSV-1-DNA copy numbers exhibited a
complete clearance of HSV-1 genomic sequences in
CXCR3-deficient mice 14 days after infection, whereas
HSV-1 DNA in wild-type mice was still detectable (Fig. 4c;
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Fig. 4 Reduced T cellular infiltration and microglia/macrophage
recruitment but strong astrocytosis by disruption of CXCR3-signaling
during HSE. Representative anti-HSV-1 immunohistochemistry 7 days
post infection revealed a clustered distribution of HSV-1 infected cells (a,
b). Lectin-histochemistry displayed lower numbers of lectin-stained
microglia/macrophages in CXCR3ko mice (¢, d). Furthermore,

CXCR3KO

A

Fig. 5 Enhanced viral clearance in CXCR3-deficient mice 14 days after
infection. Representative anti-HSV-1 immunohistochemistry of the
hippocampus in CXCR3ko and wild-type mice displayed a strong
reduction of HSV-1-infected neurons (arrows) (a). Semiquantitative
analysis of anti-HSV-1 immunohistochemistry in the whole brain of 5—
6 mice per group revealed higher numbers of infected neurons in

anti-CD3 immunohistochemistry in neighboring sections displayed
dramatically reduced T-cell numbers in CXCR3-deficient mice (e, f). In
contrast, anti-GFAP immunohistochemistry showed a pronounced
astrocytosis in HSV-1-infected areas of CXCR3ko mice compared to
controls (g, h)
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CXCR3-deficient mice compared with wild-type controls at day 14 post
infection without reaching statistical significance (b). Correspondingly,
quantitative PCR of HSV-1 copy numbers could not detect any remaining
HSV-1 DNA copies in CXCR3-deficient mice compared with high HSV-
1 copy numbers in wild type controls (¢; n.d. not detectable, p <0.05)
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WT 1.96 x 10°+1.26 x 10° HSV-1 DNA copies/mg vs.
CXCR3ko 0 copies/mg, p <0.05).

Taken together, these results demonstrated a more efficient
clearance of Herpes virus from CXCR3-deficient mice com-
pared to wild-type controls 14 days after HSV-1 infection.

Reduced expression of proinflammatory cytokines
during HSE in CXCR3-deficient mice

To assess the inflammatory response during HSE in CXCR3-
deficient and wild-type mice, we determined the expression of
proinflammatory cytokines (Fig. 6). The expression of T cell-
produced IFN-y was upregulated during the whole course of
HSE, whereas IFN-y production in CXCR3-deficient mice
remained almost at basal level (day 3 p.i.. WT: 56.3£2.6 vs.
CXCR3ko:3.4+2.4,p<0.005;day 14 p.i.: WT: 24.5+ 12 vs.
CXCR3ko: 1.3 £0.4). Disruption of CXCR3-signaling during
HSE resulted in significantly reduced TNF-« production
3 days after infection compared to controls (WT: 10.7+1.2
vs. CXCR3ko: 3.6 £ 1.4, p<0.05). Fourteen days after infec-
tion, TNF-a expression completely normalized in CXCR3-
deficient mice, whereas in wild-type animals, TNF-« expres-
sion was still detectable (WT: 31.3 £18.3 vs. CXCR3ko: 1.1

+0.2). Also, the expression of the chemokine CCL2 was in-
duced during the course of HSE with comparable levels at day
3 (WT: 21.0£2.9 vs. CXCR3ko: 11.8 +£7.9) and higher levels
in WT controls at day 14 (WT: 30+ 12.1 vs. CXCR3ko: 1.4+

0.1; p <0.005). The chemokine CCLS5 was highly upregulated
during the course of HSE both in CXCR3-deficient and

wild-type mice. Fourteen days after disease induction, CCL5
levels peaked in wild-type mice with significant lower levels
in CXCR3-deficient mice (WT: 153.6 + 102.6 vs. CXCR3ko:
8.24+0.7, p<0.05). The expression of the chemokines
CXCL9 and CXCL10 were strongly upregulated 3 days after
HSV-1 infection both in wild-type and CXCR3-deficient
mice. During the remission phase, 14 days after induction,
disruption of CXCR3-signaling resulted in lower expression
levels of CXCL9 (WT: 257 +£123.1 vs. CXCR3ko: 8.2+ 1.2,
p<0.05) and CXCL10 (WT: 528.5+36.7 vs. CXCR3ko:
4.4+0.6, p<0.05).

Taken together, these data demonstrate a strong upregula-
tion of proinflammatory cytokines and chemokines during
HSE as described previously. The induction of cytokines
was slightly more pronounced in WT controls compared to
CXCR3-deficient mice 3 days after infection. These differ-
ences reached only a statistical significant level for TNF-x
and IFN-y. Fourteen days after infection, the cytokine levels
were strongly diminished in CXCR3-deficient mice compared
to wild-type controls.

Discussion

The course of herpes encephalitis is critically modulated by
the immune response of the host in response to the viral in-
fection (Steiner et al. 2007; Getts et al. 2008; Steiner and
Benninger 2013). The present study examined the course of
HSE in CXCR3-deficient mice after infection via the nasal
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Fig. 6 Reduced expression of proinflammatory cytokines and
chemokines during HSE in CXCR3-deficient mice. Quantitative PCR
of the proinflammatory cytokines and chemokines interferon-y, TNF-«,
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inoculation route. We found an attenuated disease course in
CXCR3-deficient mice and surprisingly a more efficient clear-
ance of HSV-1 after 14 days.

In our experimental setting, the nasal infection route fea-
tured some advantages over the more commonly used ocular
infection. We could establish an infection protocol with a low
mortality and prevented severe local symptoms of infection,
which would have required the exclusion of the animals due to
ethical reasons. In our hands, this was not possible using the
ocular infection route.

We characterized the viral spread of HSV-1 after intranasal
infection by immunohistochemistry in wild-type mice. As ex-
pected, we found clusters of infected neurons in most brain
regions, but in particular in the hippocampus, basal ganglia,
and cortex, which resembles features of human HSE
(Tsalenchuck et al. 2014). To assess herpes virus infection,
we focused on quantitative PCR of viral DNA and immuno-
histochemistry as the number of herpes simplex virus-infected
neurons and the number of viral genome copies per neuron
correlate with the viral load (Hoshino et al. 2008). These pa-
rameters are well established to monitor herpes virus infection
burden (Hafezi et al. 2012; Ramakrishna et al. 2015).
Concerning the infection of CXCR3-deficient mice, we could
not observe differences in the distribution and amount of HSV
infection at the early time points examined (day 3 and day 7).
This finding suggests that CXCR3 is not critically involved in
the initial HSV infection and spread after intranasal infection.
However, in contrast to the unimpaired initial infection, we
observed a less severe clinical disease course in CXCR3-
deficient mice compared to wild-type controls. In particular,
an increased weight gain was observed in CXCR3-deficient
mice during HSE, which argues for a milder disease course in
these mice. As these clinical symptoms are predominantly
linked to host’s immune response (Conrady et al. 2010), the
attenuated clinical course in CXCR3-deficient mice points
toward an important function of CXCR3 in the misdirected
immune response against HSV-1. To further characterize and
compare the immune response, we detected the infiltration of
T cells into the brain parenchyma by immunohistochemistry
and found a striking reduction of invading T cells in immuno-
histochemical analysis. A general role of CXCR3 in T cell
infiltration during viral encephalitis is well established.
CXCR3 is highly expressed on activated T cells (Farber
1990) and a reduction of invading T cells during viral enceph-
alitis including HSE was reported previously in a plethora of
studies (Wickham et al. 2005; Klein et al. 2005; Zhang et al.
2008).

Concerning the effect of CXCR3 on resident cells of the
CNS during HSE, we observed diminished activation of mi-
croglia in CXCR3-deficient mice by morphological criteria
further underlining the potent function of CXCR3 in the host
response. The decreased microglial activation could be sec-
ondary to the decreased lymphocyte influx or primarily

mediated by microglial CXCR3-deficiency. Microglia express
a functional relevant CXCR3 receptor and can be modulated
by CXCR3 ligands (Biber et al. 2002; Rappert et al. 2002;
Krauthausen et al. 2015).

The correlation of a diminished accumulation and activa-
tion of immune cells with a less severe disease was described
previously (Lundberg et al. 2008) suggesting that this is not a
CXCR3-specific observation.

When determining the viral load during HSE, we found a
surprisingly complete elimination of HSV in CXCR3-
deficient mice compared to wild-type 14 days after infection.
The attenuated clinical course in CXCR3-deficient mice dur-
ing HSE described here was reported previously after ocular
infection (Wickham et al. 2005). Though this finding is quite
similar to our results, Wickham et al. reported increased viral
HSV-1 titers 7 days after infection in CXCR3-deficient mice,
which was the latest time-point examined in this study. Using
the nasal infection route, we could not confirm this finding at
day 7. In contrast at day 14, CXCR3-deficient mice cleared
the virus from the brain compared to viral persistence in wild-
type mice. Our data supports the view, that a dysregulated
immune response during HSE does not only have a negative
impact on the clinical course of the disease but may also in-
hibit an efficient elimination of HSV. Supporting our finding,
disruption of CXCR3-signaling has recently been demonstrat-
ed to reduce HSV-1 load in brain ependyma, a crucial region
for the establishment of encephalitis after ocular infection
(Kroll et al. 2014). Kroll et al. showed, similar to our results,
an equal progression of HSV-1 into the brainstem 8 days after
corneal infection in CXCR3-deficient mice and controls.
Interestingly, brain ependyma completely lacked HSV-1 load
8 days after infection in CXCR3-deficient mice.
Unfortunately, Kroll et al. could not discriminate between a
resistance of CXCR3-deficient brain ependyma and a rapid
clearance of the virus within 8 days in this brain region. As
we determined the viral load from whole brain lysates, we do
not have data regarding the brain ependyma. An IFN-f3-
mediated mechanism, as proposed by Kroll et al., might be
well conceivable.

In summary, CXCR3 critically modulates the course of
HSE after nasal infection. CXCR3 is an important molecule
for the attraction of immune cells into the infected brain and
increases the activation of glial cells. Although, the immune
response is diminished in CXCR3-deficient mice, the viral
clearance 14 days after infection is strikingly improved com-
pared to wild-type controls. In our hand, CXCR3 signaling
contributes to the detrimental host immune response during
HSE.
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