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20-HETE is a potent vasoconstrictor that is implicated in the regulation of blood pressure,

cerebral blood flow and neuronal death following ischemia. Numerous human genetic

studies have shown that inactivating variants in the cytochrome P450 enzymes that

produce 20-HETE are associated with hypertension, stroke and cerebrovascular disease.

However, little is known about the expression and cellular distribution of the cytochrome

P450A enzymes (CYP4A) that produce 20-HETE or the newly discovered 20-HETE

receptor (GPR75) in the brain. The present study examined the cell types and regions

in the rat forebrain that express CYP4A and GPR75. Brain tissue slices from Sprague

Dawley (SD), Dahl Salt-Sensitive (SS) and CYP4A1 transgenic rat strains, as well as

cultured human cerebral pericytes and cerebral vascular smooth muscle cells, were

analyzed by fluorescent immunostaining. Tissue homogenates from these strains and

cultured cells were examined by Western blot. In the cerebral vasculature, CYP4A and

GPR75 were expressed in endothelial cells, vascular smooth muscle cells and the glial

limiting membrane of pial arteries and penetrating arterioles but not in the endothelium

of capillaries. CYP4A, but not GPR75, was expressed in astrocytes. CYP4A and GPR75

were both expressed in a subpopulation of pericytes on capillaries. The diameters of

capillaries were significantly decreased at the sites of first and second-order pericytes

that expressed CYP4A. Capillary diameters were unaffected at the sites of other pericytes

that did not express CYP4A. These findings implicate 20-HETE as a paracrine mediator

in various components of the neurovascular unit and are consistent with 20-HETE’s

emerging role in the regulation of cerebral blood flow, blood-brain barrier integrity, the

pathogenesis of stroke and the vascular contributions to cognitive impairment and

dementia. Moreover, this study highlights GPR75 as a potential therapeutic target for

the treatment of these devastating conditions.
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TABLE 1 | Cellular distribution of CYP4A and GPR75.

Cell type Antibody/Stain CYP4A Notes GPR75 Notes

Neurons NeuN + Expression varies by region, see Figure 7 and

this table

+ Abundantly expressed, see this table

Astrocytes GFAP + Expressed in subpopulations – No expression by IHC

Pericytes CD13, NG2, aSMA + Expressed in subpopulations + Expression in tissue was confirmed by cell

culture

Vascular smooth

muscle cells

aSMA + + Expression in tissue was confirmed by cell

culture

Endothelial cells CD31, Lectin + Not expressed on capillary endothelial cells + Not expressed on capillary endothelial cells

+, expressed; −, absent.

FIGURE 5 | Expression of GPR75 in pial arteries. (A–E) Confocal image of a pial artery cut in cross section containing 2–3 layers of vascular smooth muscle cells

(VSMC) immunostained by aSMA (green) in the tunica media abluminal to the endothelial cell (EC) layer of the tunica intima. The white arrow represents endothelial

cells identified by tomato-lectin staining (Lectin/yellow) which co-express GPR75 (red). The yellow arrows indicate VSMCs. (F–H) Confocal image of a microvessel cut

in cross section. Endothelial cells stained with CD31 (green) were found to co-express GPR75 (red) and are seen in yellow. GPR75 (red) is also abundantly expressed

in the pial-glial basement membrane (glial limitans) in the tunica externa. (I) Cultured primary rat vascular smooth muscle cells stained with DAPI (blue) co-express

GPR75 (red). Representative images were repeated in multiple vessels in 3–5 non-adjacent sections from at least 3 different animals. Similar results were obtained in

cultured cells using 2 different GPR75 antibodies raised against different epitopes (ab75581, Abcam & LS-A1589, LS-Bio).

absence of expression in capillaries. Special attention was
paid to cerebral vessels cut in cross-section to ensure that
endothelial cell morphology and location inside the tunica intima
was visible, providing the ability to anatomically distinguish
endothelial cells from vascular smoothmuscle cells. Additionally,
by focusing our analysis on these vessels cut in cross-section,
we could also ensure adequate penetration of antibodies into the
lumen. Figures 4F–J is a cross-section of a penetrating arteriole
quadruple labeled with aSMA, lectin, CYP4A, and DAPI. A single

endothelial cell layer is identified by lectin and DAPI staining
(Figure 4J) lining the luminal side of the vessel and found
to express CYP4A. Similar co-expression patterns of GPR75
and lectin were observed in Figures 5A–E. Confirmation of
endothelial cell expression of GPR75 was determined by CD31
immunolabeling (Figures 5F–H). CYP4A and GPR75 expression
in the endothelial cell layer was abundantly observed in pial
and penetrating arterioles yet absent in capillary endothelial cells
indicated by the white arrows of Figure 4D.
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FIGURE 6 | Expression of CYP4A and GPR75 in neurons of the neocortex and hippocampus. (A) Representative low and (B) high magnification confocal images of

CYP4A (red) expression in cortical neurons (Neun/blue) in the parietal association area (PtA) of the neocortex (CTX). CYP4A is expressed circumferential to the nucleus

which is consistent with the expected location of CYP4A in the endoplasmic reticulum. FITC-Dex (green) injected in vivo was used to fill and label the vasculature.

(C) Representative confocal image of GPR75 (red) expression in neurons (NeuN/blue) of the CA1 region of the hippocampus (HPC). FITC-Dex (green) was used to fill

and label the vasculature. Representative images were obtained in 3–5 non-adjacent sections from at least 3 animals.

VSMCs in the cerebral vasculature were immunolabeled with
aSMA. Careful attention was paid to vessels cut in cross-
section in order to ensure proper penetration of antibodies
and distinguish VSMCs morphology and location inside the
tunica media. Co-expression of aSMA and CYP4A was evident
in small cerebral vessels such as pial and penetrating arterioles
(Figures 4A–E) but was not found in capillaries. Some aSMA
staining of CYP4A was seen in cell bodies resembling pericytes
and later confirmed by NG2 and CD13 immunolabeling. Co-
expression of aSMA with GPR75 was not strikingly evident in
small cerebral vessels (Figures 5A–H). However, GPR75 labeling
was positive in cultured rat primary VSMCs (Figure 5I).

Expression of CYP4A and GPR75 in
Neurons and Astrocytes
CYP4A and GPR75 was co-expressed with NeuN inside both
granular and pyramidal neuron populations in all 6 layers of
the neocortex as well as granular and pyramidal neurons of the
hippocampus (Figures 6A–C, Figures 3A–F). The intercellular
expression pattern of CYP4A was circumferential to the nucleus
(Figure 6B) consistent with the location of CYP4A inside the
endoplasmic reticulum (51). CYP4A expression in neurons
of the hippocampus (CA1-CA3) vs. the somatosensory barrel
cortex was quantified in Figures 7A–E. A significantly lower
(P < 0.0001) population of CYP4A positive neurons in the
hippocampus (1.45) vs. neocortex (6.10) per measurement field
was observed (Figure 7D). CYP4A positive neurons represent

19% of total neurons in the hippocampus and 47% of total
neurons in the neocortex per measurement field (Figure 7E).

CYP4A was co-expressed in GFAP positive astrocyte cell
bodies in the neocortex and hippocampus (Figures 8A,B,
9A–I). The expression of CYP4A inside the cell body of
the astrocyte was also found to be circumferential to the
nucleus as expected inside the endoplasmic reticulum (51).
Most interestingly, the co-expression of CYP4A in astrocytes
was not apparent in the vast majority of astrocytes but rather
in minor subpopulations (Figure 8A). A significantly lower
(P < 0.0027) population of CYP4A positive astrocytes in the
neocortex (0.67) vs. hippocampus (2.28) per measurement field
was observed (Figure 8C). CYP4A positive astrocytes represent
10% of total astrocytes in the hippocampus and 3% of total
astrocytes in the neocortex per measurement field (Figure 8D).
In the neocortex, we also found that CYP4A was expressed
inside the astrocytic end feet on penetrating arterioles and larger
capillaries (Figures 4A–E, 9H,I). The astrocyte populations that
co-expressed CYP4A portrayed an activated and highly branched
morphology vs. less branched quiescent astrocytes that did not
express CYP4A (Figure 9G).

Because receptor levels may fluctuate in response to
negative or positive physiological feedback, the quantification
of the CYP4A enzymes that produce 20-HETE in healthy
control animals, rather than the quantification of GPR75
was desired as a baseline for future interventional studies.
A regional description of both GPR75 and CYP4A was
also accomplished.

Frontiers in Neurology | www.frontiersin.org 9 September 2020 | Volume 11 | Article 983

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/neurology
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/neurology#articles


Gonzalez-Fernandez et al. 20-HETE and the Neurovascular Unit

FIGURE 7 | Quantification of CYP4A expression in neurons of the hippocampus and neocortex. (A) High and (B) low magnification confocal images of CYP4A (red)

expression in neurons (NeuN/blue) of the hippocampus (HPC). Yellow boxes indicate the standardized measurement frames chosen to encompass CA1–CA3 regions.

(C) Representative confocal image of CYP4A (red) expression in (NeuN/blue) neurons in the neocortex (CTX), specifically the somatosensory barrel cortex (CTX).

Yellow boxes indicate standardized measurement frames. FITC-Dex (green) was injected in vivo to fill and label the vasculature. (D) Quantification of CYP4A

expression in neurons (NeuN) of the hippocampus vs. neocortex. *Indicates a significant difference in the expression of CYP4A positive neurons (P < 0.0001) in the

hippocampus vs. neocortex. All data are expressed as mean values ± SEM. (E) Percent of CYP4A positive neurons (NeuN) in the hippocampus and neocortex per

measurement frame (50 µm2 ) (5 measurement frames per region × 4 non-adjacent sections × 3 animals), n = 60.

Expression of CYP4A and GPR75 in
Pericytes
The results presented in Figures 11I, 12H reveal that CYP4A
and GPR75 were expressed in perivascular cells along capillaries.
This finding suggested that CYP4A and GPR75 may be expressed
in pericytes. Immunofluorescent identification of pericytes is
complicated by the fact that there is no single marker that
is specific for pericytes (52). Many markers used to identify
pericytes such as CD13, PDGFRβ, and NG2 are also expressed
in VSMCs and glial cells (52). Therefore, it is necessary
to use multiple markers and correlate location as well as
morphology when identifying pericytes histologically. Cerebral
arterioles and capillaries were identified by in vivo perfusion of
FITC-Dex. Multiple CYP4A and GPR75 positive perivascular
cells possessing both the characteristic fusiform or ovoid cell
bodies at branch points and along capillaries (< 8µm) in
diameter were visible upon high magnification (Figures 10D,
11H). CYP4A and GPR75 were found to be expressed in a

subpopulation of zero, first, second, third and fourth-order

pericytes. Ensheathing pericytes (Figures 11A–D) and thin

strand pericytes (Figure 12D) as characterized by Shih et al.

were observed to co-express CYP4A and GPR75 on pre-capillary
arterioles and capillaries, respectively. Fluorescent labeling with
CD13 and NG2 was used to confirm co-expression of both
CYP4A and GPR75 (Figures 10A–H, 11A–H). Assessment
of CYP4A and GPR75 expression in pericytes was further
confirmed by immunolabeling cultured human cerebral pericytes
with either CYP4A or GPR75 (Figures 10I, 11K). Both CYP4A
and GPR75 were strongly expressed in these cultured pericytes
and CD13 labeling of these same cells was also positive
(Figure 11J). However, not all pericytes in tissue samples were
found to be positive for CYP4A and/or GPR75. Many CD13 and
NG2 positive pericytes were identified and were not found to
express either CYP4A or GPR75 (Figure 10G).

We were surprised to see evidence of capillary constriction
and blockage of red blood cell (RBC) flow when examining
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FIGURE 8 | Quantification of CYP4A expression in astrocytes of the hippocampus and neocortex. (A) CYP4A (red) is co-expressed in a subpopulation of GFAP

(green) positive astrocytes in the CA3 region of the hippocampus (HPC). (B) Merging of CYP4A and GFAP with DAPI (blue) reveal CYP4A expression was

predominantly localized circumferential to the nucleus (white arrow) which is consistent with the location of CYP4A expression in the endoplasmic reticulum.

Representative images were repeated in at least three animals in at least three different locations inside the hippocampus. (C) Quantification of CYP4A expression in

astrocytes (GFAP) of the hippocampus vs. neocortex. *Indicates a significant difference in the expression of CYP4A positive astrocytes (P < 0.0001) in the

hippocampus vs. neocortex. All data are expressed as mean values ± SEM. (D) Percent of CYP4A positive astrocytes (GFAP) in the hippocampus and neocortex per

measurement frame (300 µm2 ) (3 measurement frames × 2 non-adjacent sections × 3 animals), n = 18.

these CYP4A positive pericytes under high magnification
(Figures 13A–H). Some capillaries that had been infused in
vivo with FITC-Dex appeared to end (Figures 12F,G) or narrow
(Figures 12A–E,H,I) at the site of a CYP4A positive pericyte.
Furthermore, CD13 labeling of the pericyte cell body was
observed to continue in the shape of the lumen (Figure 12F)
although with no FITC-Dex illuminating the capillary distal to
the CYP4A positive pericyte. To confirm that the lumen of the
capillary was still patent, we stained the sections with lectin to
identify the endothelial layer. We observed continuity of the
lumen but attenuation of FITC-Dex flow and blockage of RBC’s
beyond the site of CYP4A positive pericytes (Figures 13A–D).
Therefore, the lack of FITC-Dex filling of the capillary and

absence of RBCs distal to the pericyte was related to occlusion
of the capillary rather than the loss of the vessel.

CYP4A Positive Pericytes Are Associated
With Capillary Constriction
Capillary diameters were then measured at these sites to quantify
the degree of constriction (Figure 13H). Capillary diameters
were significantly decreased from 5.6 ± 0.2 to 2.7 ± 0.3µm
at the sites of CYP4A positive pericytes when compared to
the diameters measured 15µm upstream on the same capillary
(Figures 13E–H). Only first and second-order pericytes were
examined. The average decrease in the diameter of a vessel at
the site of focal constriction (2.7µm) is sufficient to block the
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FIGURE 9 | Expression of CYP4A in astrocytes and end feet surrounding microvessels. (A–D) Confocal images depicting CYP4A (red) expression in astrocytes

(GFAP/purple). (H,I) Confocal images depict abundant CYP4A expression in astrocytic end feet surrounding microvessels (yellow arrow). Scale bar = 25µm.

(E–G) Fluorescent image depicting colocalization of GFAP (green) and CYP4A (red) in a CYP4A positive astrocyte cell body depicted in yellow. Representative images

were repeated in at least 3 animals in at least 3 different locations.

flow of a typical RBCs that are 6–8µm in diameter. Blockade of
downstream perfusion with RBC’s beyond the site of a CYP4A
positive pericyte was observed in numerous vessels (Figure 13D).
Capillary diameters were unaffected at the sites of pericytes that
did not express CYP4A.

DISCUSSION

On a regional basis we found that CYP4A and GPR75 are highly
expressed in the neocortex, entorhinal cortex, hippocampus,
thalamus and hypothalamus. We also found that the expression
of CYP4A was very low in the brain of Dahl SS rats relative
to SD and CYP4A1 transgenic rats both by Western blot and
immunostaining. These findings are consistent with previous
reports that the expression of CYP4A and the formation of
20-HETE is deficient in the kidney, middle cerebral arteries
and renal arterioles in Dahl SS rats when compared to other
strains of rats and is restored in CYP4A transgenic Dahl
SS rats.

One of the most interesting novel finding is that CYP4A
is highly expressed in neurons of the hypothalamus and
paraventricular nucleus that surround the 3rd ventricle. This
region has long been known to play an important role in

the regulation of sympathetic tone and the development of
angiotensin II and DOCA salt hypertension in the spontaneously
hypertensive rat (SHR) (30). This finding may provide additional
information to help resolve the long-standing controversy
regarding the role of CYP4A enzymes and 20-HETE in the
development of hypertension. CYP4A has both pro and anti-
hypertensive effects. 20-HETE inhibits sodium transport in the
kidney and is thought to contribute to the development of salt-
sensitive hypertension in 20-HETE deficient Dahl SS rats. On
the other hand, elevation in the vascular production of 20-
HETE is associated with hypertension and increased vascular
tone in SHR and CYP4A/CYP4F transgenic KO models in mice.
Administration of a 20-HETE inhibitor rapidly lowers blood
pressure in these models. The fall in blood pressure has been
interpreted to be due to inhibition of the vasoconstricting effects
of 20-HETE in the vasculature. The present study suggests
that perhaps 20-HETE inhibitors might lower blood pressure
centrally by reducing sympathetic outflow rather than blocking
20-HETE mediated vasoconstriction.

Additionally, we found that CYP4A and GPR75 are
abundantly expressed in the striatum and amygdala. This finding
is consistent with previous studies indicating the susceptibility
of these regions to hypoxia following transient MCA occlusion
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FIGURE 10 | Expression of CYP4A in pericytes. (A–D) Representative confocal images of cerebral capillaries (FITC-Dex/green) that depict a fusiform pericyte cell

body that co-expresses CYP4A (red) and CD13 (purple). (D) White arrow indicates a CYP4A positive pericyte. (E) Low magnification and (F) high magnification

confocal images of an ovoid pericyte cell body (DAPI/blue) displaying the classic “bump on a log” morphology located on a cerebral capillary filled with FITC-Dex

(green) that co-expresses CYP4A (red) and CD13 (purple). Scale bar = 5µm. (G) A pericyte cell body that expresses CD13 (purple) is visible on a cerebral capillary

(FITC-Dex/green). This particular pericyte does not express CYP4A (red). The white arrow indicates a CYP4A negative pericyte. (H) High power image of a pericyte on

a capillary (FITC/Dex) that co-expresses CYP4A (red) and NG2 (purple). (I) Expression of CYP4A (red) was evident in cultured human cerebral pericyte cells (DAPI/blue).

Representative images in tissue were repeated in at least 3 animals in at least 3 locations. Cell culture immunostaining experiments were replicated 3 times.

and the rescue of the ischemic core with 20-HETE inhibitors.
CYP4A and GPR75 expression in the hippocampus, entorhinal
cortex and corpus callosum may play a role in Alzheimer’s
disease and vascular dementia. Expression in these regions could
have a functional significance that may help explain cognitive
impairment and whitematter changes observed in human studies
examining CYP4A genetic variants (10) and studies in animals
examining GPR75’s role in neurodegeneration and amyloid-β
accumulation (50).

CYP4A and GPR75 in the Neurovascular
Unit
A major novel finding of the present study was the identification
of CYP4A and GPR75 in the components of the NVU, including
endothelial cells and VSMCs in pial and penetrating arterioles,
the glial limitans, capillary pericytes and perivascular astrocytic
endfeet. CBF, the permeability of the BBB, neurovascular
coupling, angiogenesis, neurogenesis, neurotransmitter
production and turnover, as well as interactions of the
extracellular matrix are all regulated by the NVU (53). 20-
HETE is a potent vasoconstrictor that plays a positive role in
the myogenic response and autoregulation of CBF (42), BBB
integrity (42, 54) and is pro-angiogenic (55). However, 20-HETE
has also been implicated to have a pathologic role in endothelial
dysfunction, oxidative stress and metabolic syndrome (56).

The location of both the enzymes that produce 20-HETE and
its receptor inside the NVU reveals new light on the possible
mechanisms at play that may explain 20-HETE’s role in impaired
autoregulation of CBF, ischemic stroke, hemorrhagic stroke and
vascular dementia.

20-HETE and Cerebral Blood Flow
The expression of CYP4A and GPR75 in endothelial cells,
vascular smooth muscle cells and pericytes is consistent with
a role for 20-HETE in the regulation of cerebrovascular
tone. Our results indicate that 20-HETE, produced by either
endothelial cells, VSMCs, astrocytes or pericytes in the
cerebrovascular system may act directly on 20-HETE receptors
located on VSCMs or alpha-smooth muscle expressing pericytes
to mediate vasoconstriction.

Although the constrictive properties of capillary pericytes
is still very much a topic of debate, recent in vivo studies
using 2 photon microscopy provide evidence that capillary
pericytes can constrict and influence the local distribution of
capillary perfusion (33, 57). Much of the criticism regarding the
constrictive nature of pericytes has centered around the lack
of machinery, specifically the expression of aSMA in capillary
pericytes, as evident by immunohistology studies. However,
Alarcon-Matinez et al. recently reported that the failure to detect
aSMA in pericytes might be due to the rapid depolymerization
of filamentous actin in pericytes during typical fixation protocols
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FIGURE 11 | Expression of GPR75 in pericytes. (A–H) Confocal images depicting pericytes (NG2/purple) on pre-capillary arterioles (Lectin/green) that co-expresses

GPR75 (red) yielding a magenta color. (H) White arrow indicates a GPR75 positive pericyte. (I) Confocal image of a pericyte on a capillary (FITC-Dex) that expresses

GPR75 (red). (J) Fluorescent images of cultured human cerebral pericyte cells (DAPI/blue) that express CD13 (red), white arrow indicates a GPR75 positive pericyte,

scale bar = 10µm. (K) Cultured human cerebral pericytes (DAPI/blue) express GPR75 (red). Representative images in tissue were repeated in at least 3 animals in at

least 3 locations. Representative images in cultured cells were completed using 2 different antibodies (ab75581, Abcam & LS-A1589, LS-Bio).

and demonstrated that the expression of aSMA could be
preserved with novel fixation methods (58). We now report
that the CYP4A, which produces 20-HETE, previously reported
to influence capillary diameter (33), is expressed in capillary
pericytes and that these pericytes also express the putative
20-HETE receptor, GPR75. Moreover, we report that CYP4A
positive pericytes are associated with a focal decrease in the
diameter of capillaries and may restrict the downstream flow
of plasma and RBCs. Future studies should be undertaken to
assess whether blocking 20-HETE or it’s receptor can reverse this
phenomenon and restore flow.

Targeting pericytes in cerebrovascular disease is an emerging

area of research (59). In disease states such as ischemic stroke,

an abundant release of arachidonic acid, the substrate for 20-
HETE production, is observed due to cell death. This increase
of substrate in the presence of the CYP4A enzyme would
be expected to increase 20-HETE production and provide the
opportunity for 20-HETE to act on neighboring pericytes. This
potential mechanism may help explain why pericytes die in a
state of constricted rigor (33). These findings are consistent

with reports that inhibitors of 20-HETE reduce infarct size in
ischemic stroke and improve the no-reflow phenomena following
ischemic stroke.

Pericyte loss and impairment has also been implicated in
Alzheimer’s disease and vascular dementia (57). This study
elucidates the location of a G-protein coupled receptor, linked to
20-HETE and cerebrovascular pathology, on capillary pericytes.
As such, future studies of the therapeutic value of GPR75
antagonists on disease states such as ischemic stroke, Alzheimer’s
disease and vascular dementia should be explored.

20-HETE and the BBB
The location of CYP4A and GPR75 in the endothelial layer of
small cerebral vessels has implications into the possible role of 20-
HETE in the permeability and integrity of the BBB. Recent studies
using a 20-HETE synthesis inhibitor (HET0016) demonstrated
that the permeability of the BBB and brain edema after traumatic
brain injury was reduced by HET0016 (54). Lu et al. proposed
that the mechanisms may be due to the attenuation of oxidative
stress and the increase of superoxide dismutase and total
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FIGURE 12 | CYP4A positive pericytes are associated with bending and constriction of capillaries. (A–E) Confocal image of a CYP4A positive pericyte (red) expressed

on a winding capillary visualized by FITC-Dex perfusion (green). (F) Confocal image of a CYP4A positive pericyte (red) confirmed by CD13 (purple) on a capillary

visualized by FITC/Dex perfusion (green). In vivo perfusion of FITC-Dex (green) is blocked at the site of the pericyte. CD13 labeling of the pericyte cell body continues

in the shape of the capillary lumen yet no FITC/Dex is seen downstream. White arrow indicates a CYP4A positive pericyte. Scale bar = 5µm. (G) Confocal image of

CYP4A positive pericytes (red) confirmed by CD13 (purple) on a capillary visualized by FITC/Dex (green). In vivo perfusion of FITC-Dex (green) is blocked at the site of

the pericyte and not seen downstream. White arrows indicate a CYP4A positive pericyte. (H,I) Low and high magnification confocal image of a capillary visualized by

FITC/Dex perfusion (green) that is kinked at the expression site of a CYP4A positive pericyte as indicated by the white arrow.. Representative images were repeated in

at least 3 animals in at least 3 locations.

antioxidant capacity which regulate expression patterns of tight
junction proteins and MMP-9 (54). Conversely, 20-HETE may
play a protective role in BBB integrity. Fan et al. demonstrated
that the Dahl SS rat is deficient in the vascular formation of 20-
HETE and exhibits BBB leakage following transient elevations
in blood pressure and that BBB integrity improved in CYP4A1
transgenic SS rats (42). The protective role of 20-HETE in
BBB leakage may be explained by the present study where we
report abundant CYP4A expression in the pial and penetrating
arterioles. Autoregulation of blood flow through the myogenic
response in the pial and penetrating arteriole may better protect
downstream capillary beds from elevations in blood pressure.

The identification of a receptor on the vascular endothelium is
an ideal target for future therapeutics such as GPR75 antagonists
or agonists. Additionally, antagonism of GPR75 by a small
molecule or peptide that does not have to cross the BBB
possesses an advantage over fat-soluble 20-HETE antagonists,
which readily cross the BBB and may cause off target effects.

20-HETE and Neurodegeneration
We also found that CYP4A and GPR75 are abundantly expressed
in neurons throughout the forebrain. Ignatov et al. have reported
a neuroprotective effect from amyloid-β accumulation by GPR75

activation via the endogenous chemokine RANTES/CCL5. Yet,
20-HETE has consistently been shown to be neurotoxic and
blocking 20-HETE is neuroprotective in both human and animal
studies (29, 60–65). Whether or not CCL5 is another endogenous
ligand of GPR75 remains questionable as β-arrestin assays
designed to confirm pairing have failed (66). Although, the
interaction between 20-HETE and CCL5 cannot be ruled out.
CCL5 may act as a competitive antagonist of 20-HETE, and
one can speculate that the neuroprotective effect of CCL5 on
GPR75 might be attributed to blockade of oxidative stress and
the neurotoxic effects of 20-HETE. Therefore, it will be prudent
to examine GPR75 antagonists as potential neuroprotective
therapies for Alzheimer’s disease and cerebrovascular disease.

20-HETE and Astrocytic Regulation of
Functional Hyperemia
Astrocytes of the NVU affect neurovascular coupling and
modulate CBF. Identification of CYP4A in astrocytic cell
bodies and perivascular end feet has profound implications on
functional hyperemia. Astrocytes are a heterogeneous group
of glial cells, and Sosunov et al. pointed out that astrocytes
differ in morphology, intermediate fibers, protein expression,
and function (67). Our findings indicate that not all astrocytes
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FIGURE 13 | Quantification of capillary constriction associated with CYP4A positive pericytes. (A–D) Representative confocal images of capillaries perfused with

FITC-Dex (green) in vivo and then labeled ex vivo with tomato-lectin (Lectin/white) and CYP4A (red). Examination of these vessels under high magnification reveal

blockage of perfused FITC-Dex at the site of a CYP4A positive pericyte. Red blood cells (RBCs) identified upstream to the site of constriction were not seen past the

point of constriction. Confirmation that the capillary was not out of plane is evident by continuation of the lumen visible by (Lectin/white) staining. White arrows indicate

either the shadow of a RBC (red blood cell), absence of a RBC, or a CYP4A positive pericyte as labeled directly in the figure. (E–G) Capillary diameters were measure

before (measurement 1 = M1) and at the site of a CYP4A positive pericyte (measurement 2 = M2). White arrow indicates a RBC. (H) Capillary diameters were

significantly decreased (P < 0.0001) at the site of pericyte induced constriction. All data are expressed as mean values ± SEM (4 capillaries × 2 non-adjacent

sections × 3 animals), n = 24.

express CYP4A but rather it is only expressed in a subpopulation
of astrocytes. This suggests that astrocytes may upregulate
CYP4A based on physiological demand. Using brain slices,
Atwell et al. reported that in vivo blockade of 20-HETE synthesis
by nitric oxide was necessary to attenuate vasoconstriction
during functional hyperemia. Atwell et al. hypothesized that
either astrocytes or neurons may be the source of 20-HETE
production leading to constriction of capillaries and penetrating
arterioles (33).

20-HETE and Astrogliosis
Our results suggest that the subpopulation of astrocytes that
express CYP4A possess a reactive morphology in contrast to
the largely quiescent phenotype in CYP4A negative astrocytes.
These results are consistent with astrocytic production of 20-
HETE reported in cell culture (68). Additionally, astrogliosis
in the hippocampus caused by arterial hypertension, ischemic
stroke, and Alzheimer’s disease may lead to pathologic increases
in 20-HETE levels exacerbating hypoxic states, inducing ROS
and thus prolonging recovery. Targeting astrocytes in Alzheimer’s
disease and cerebrovascular disorders is becoming an emerging
topic of interest (69, 70). Therefore, inhibition of astrocyte-
derived 20-HETE production or blockade of GPR75 on VSMCs
and pericytes may be an attractive therapeutic target for
future intervention.

Isoforms of GPR75 and/or Additional
20-HETE Receptors
It is reasonable to suspect that there may be different isoforms
of GPR75 or other 20-HETE receptors expressed in different
tissues. In this regard, Garcia et al. reported that GPR75 was
expressed in human vascular endothelial cells and increased
the expression of angiotensinogen by activating the MAPK
system (34). However, they were unable to demonstrate the
expression of GPR75 in renal or cerebral vascular smooth
muscle cells which contract to 20-HETE via activation of the
PLC/IP3 pathway. Nor did they find expression of GPR75 in
the proximal tubule or thick ascending loop of Henle in the
kidney in which 20-HETE inhibits sodium transport through
the IP3 pathway (18). This suggests that there may be multiple
isoforms or splice variants of GPR75 expressed in different
tissues or that GPR75 is not the only receptor for 20-HETE.
Indeed, a recent study reported that 20-HETE promotes insulin
secretion in the pancreas by activating a free fatty acid receptor
(FFAR1/GPR40) (71).

CONCLUSION

The present study localized 20-HETE producing enzymes
(CYP4A) and the newly identified 20-HETE receptor (GPR75)
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to cells of the NVU and regions of the forebrain implicated in
cerebrovascular pathology. Most surprisingly, CYP4A positive
pericytes were associated with capillary constriction and
occlusion of the flow of plasma and RBCs. 20-HETE has
consistently been implicated in human cerebrovascular disease.
The specific cellular locations inside the NVU may now
help explain mechanisms responsible for 20-HETE associated
pathologies and highlight GPR75 as a druggable target for future
interventional studies.
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