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Abstract 

It is necessary to develop an understanding of the specific mechanisms involved in alpha-synuclein aggregation and 
propagation to develop disease modifying therapies for age-related synucleinopathies, including Parkinson’s disease 
and Dementia with Lewy Bodies. To adequately address this question, we developed a new transgenic mouse model 
of synucleinopathy that expresses human A53T SynGFP under control of the mouse prion protein promoter. Our 
characterization of this mouse line demonstrates that it exhibits several distinct advantages over other, currently avail-
able, mouse models. This new model allows rigorous study of the initial location of Lewy pathology formation and 
propagation in the living brain, and strongly suggests that aggregation begins in axonal structures with retrograde 
propagation to the cell body. This model also shows expeditious development of alpha-synuclein pathology follow-
ing induction with small, in vitro-generated alpha-synuclein pre-formed fibrils (PFFs), as well as accelerated cell death 
of inclusion-bearing cells. Using this model, we found that aggregated alpha-synuclein somatic inclusions developed 
first in neurons, but later showed a second wave of inclusion formation in astrocytes. Interestingly, astrocytes appear 
to survive much longer after inclusion formation than their neuronal counterparts. This model also allowed careful 
study of peripheral-to-central spread of Lewy pathology after PFF injection into the hind limb musculature. Our results 
clearly show evidence of progressive, retrograde trans-synaptic spread of Lewy pathology through known neuroana-
tomically connected pathways in the motor system. As such, we have developed a promising tool to understand the 
biology of neurodegeneration associated with alpha-synuclein aggregation and to discover new treatments capable 
of altering the neurodegenerative disease course of synucleinopathies.
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Introduction
Age-related synucleinopathies including Parkinson dis-
ease (PD), Dementia with Lewy bodies (DLB), and Multi-
ple Systems Atrophy (MSA) are common and debilitating 
neurodegenerative disorders that include both motor 
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and non-motor symptoms [24, 58]. Despite their preva-
lence and impact on quality of life, there are currently no 
mechanism-based treatments that slow or halt the dis-
ease process involved in these disorders [Reviewed in 27].

Alpha-synuclein is a 140 amino acid protein localized 
to presynaptic terminals and other cellular structures 
that is thought to be normally intrinsically disordered 
and soluble [36], or potentially in a tetrameric conforma-
tion [6]. However in synucleinopathies, alpha-synuclein 
aggregates and forms insoluble intracellular inclusions, 
the hallmark lesions of this set of diseases [Reviewed in 
23]. In neurons, aggregation results in somatic and neu-
ritic inclusions, collectively known as Lewy pathology, 
but inclusions can also form in non-neuronal cells types, 
such as glial astrocytic inclusions [70] or Papp-Lantos 
bodies in oligodendrocytes [56, 74, 75].

A large and growing body of work suggests that one 
possible mechanism of pathological spread in synucle-
inopathies is cell-to-cell transfer of aggregated alpha-
synuclein [5, 16, 18, 20, 26, 30, 47]. This is referred to 
as the “prion-like” propagation hypothesis [3, 4, 13, 21] 
and dovetails with work done on human autopsy tissue 
by Braak and colleagues, which also suggests a pattern 
of pathological spread, specifically through neuroana-
tomically connected pathways [10, 28]. In support of the 
“prion-like” propagation hypothesis, work in model sys-
tems has shown that aggregated alpha-synuclein propa-
gation can be induced by the exogenous application of 
small, in  vitro-generated alpha-synuclein pre-formed 
fibrils (PFFs). Previous research in  vivo has also shown 
that the application of PFFs causes aggregation of endog-
enous alpha-synuclein and resultant Lewy pathology, 
first at the site of injection and then in connected brain 
regions in a time-dependent manner [29, 34, 47, 54, 63]. 
This has been suggested to occur via several different 
possible transport mechanisms, including uptake and 
transport by circulating microglia [37, 64, 69], move-
ment in the extracellular space [15, 39, 55], and neuronal 
uptake and intracellular transport [1, 17, 18].

To date, direct evidence for any of these mechanisms 
in vivo is limited [35, 80], primarily due to the previous 
inability to track the movement of aggregated alpha-
synuclein following PFF injection. In support of the 
neuronal uptake and transport model, data from cell 
culture experiments show that both anterograde and 
retrograde fibril movement within cells is possible [12, 
20, 84] and that microtubule-associated axonal trans-
port may be involved [31]. Human pathology studies 
suggest spread in the retrograde direction, with a pat-
tern of pathology that appears specific to retrograde 
movement from distal axonal processes to the cell body 
[79, 80]. However, to our knowledge, direct evidence 
for the mechanism and direction of axonal transport of 

aggregated alpha-synuclein in vivo has not been shown. 
Therefore, the purpose of this study was to test the 
hypothesis that aggregated alpha-synuclein is propa-
gated from cell-to-cell, and to determine whether this 
occurs using an anterograde or retrograde trans-synap-
tic mechanism in vivo.

Utilizing in  vivo multiphoton imaging and a new 
A53T alpha-synuclein transgenic mouse model with 
accelerated PFF Lewy-like pathology formation, our 
results show direct in  vivo evidence for retrograde 
spread of aggregated alpha-synuclein pathology. Follow-
ing PFF injection into the mouse cortex, local neuronal 
aggregation begins exclusively in axons and then propa-
gates retrogradely, first to somatic and then dendritic 
structures. Our results demonstrate a time-dependent 
sequence of pathology where alpha-synuclein inclusions 
form first in neurons and later primarily in astrocytes. 
In addition, astrocytes with inclusions appear to sur-
vive much longer than neuronal cells with inclusions 
after initial inclusion formation. Additionally, we built 
upon previous work by Sacino et al. [63] and performed 
intramuscular (IM) injections of PFFs into the hind 
limb musculature of our A53T alpha-synuclein trans-
genic mouse model and tracked pathology spread over 
time. We used the periphery as the site of injection to 
test the model that alpha-synuclein aggregation outside 
of the central nervous system (CNS) can trigger patho-
logical changes that lead to subsequent aggregation and 
spread into the CNS, as has been shown to occur in 
several systems [7, 31, 34, 49, 63, 82]. Our results, com-
bined with previous work, show that PFF IM injection 
results in the formation of Lewy pathology in the spi-
nal cord and brainstem [63] and then progresses from 
caudal to more rostral parts of the motor system, even-
tually including the primary motor cortex. This pat-
tern is strongly suggestive of retrograde trans-synaptic 
spread through neuroanatomically connected path-
ways. Using correlated light and electron microscopy 
(CLEM) techniques, we also show that PFF-induced 
inclusions in mouse brain are made of fibrillar alpha-
synuclein, appropriately modeling Lewy pathology 
characterized by electron microscopy (EM) in human 
synucleinopathies [Reviewed in 22] [68, 88]. This new 
model of synucleinopathy has several distinct technical 
advantages over other systems, including the ability to 
clearly identify Lewy pathology based on fluorescence 
imaging of the tagged enhanced green fluorescent pro-
tein (EGFP), without the need for antibody-based his-
tochemical techniques, and a very rapid development of 
Lewy pathology in vivo within days after PFF injection 
into the cortex. These characteristics make it a useful 
tool for understanding the biology of neurodegenera-
tion associated with alpha-synuclein aggregation.



Page 3 of 23Schaser et al. acta neuropathol commun           (2020) 8:150  

Materials and methods
Animals
Animals were housed by OHSU’s Department of Com-
parative Medicine in a light–dark cycle, temperature and 
humidity-controlled vivarium, and maintained under 
ad  libitum food and water diet. All experiments were 
approved by the OHSU IACUC. All experiments were 
performed in accordance with the relevant guidelines 
and regulations and every effort was made to minimize 
the number of animals used and their suffering.

Mouse model generation
Utilizing the OHSU Transgenic Mouse Model Core, we 
created a mouse expressing human alpha-synuclein fused 
to EGFP (C-terminal tag) containing a point mutation at 
Alanine 53 (GCA > ACA) causing a threonine amino acid 
change (A53T SynGFP). The A53T SynGFP sequence 
was cloned into the MoPrp.Xho vector (gift of David 
Borchelt) at the XhoI site [8] with the following linker 
sequence between alpha-synuclein and EGFP: GlyTh-
rAlaGlyProGlySerIleAlaThr, as previously described [65]. 
Expression of the transgene is under transcriptional con-
trol of the mouse prion protein promoter. The A53T Syn-
GFP mouse is listed as a key resource in Additional file 1: 
Table S1.

Humans tissue
A53T human brain autopsy samples were provided by 
the Mayo Clinic brain bank in Jacksonville, FL. Control 
human subject tissue came from de-identified patients 
with synucleinopathies without known A53T muta-
tions that were seen in the Oregon Alzheimer’s Disease 
Center (ADC). Brain autopsy from control cases was per-
formed in the ADC neuropathology core. Tissue use was 
approved by the IRB at OHSU.

Cranial window surgery
Port-injection animals A total of 6 (4 Female, 2 Male) 
A53T SynGFP mice underwent cranial window sur-
gery between the ages of 4 to 12 months old (mean age 
5.8  months). Cranial window surgeries were completed 
with a minor modification to previously published proto-
cols [54]. The surgical procedure was carried out in the 
exact same manner as previously published, however, the 
glass coverslip used to create the cranial window was fit-
ted with a pre-drilled hole (port injection) to allow for 
PFF injection and Lewy pathology induction at a later 
date. Long-term-injection animals A separate group of 3 
(1 Female, 2 Male) A53T SynGFP mice underwent PFF 
injection (described below) between the ages of 9 and 
16  months old (mean age 12.7  months). At 2  months 
post-injection, mice underwent cranial window surgery 
completed according to previously published protocols 

without a port injection [54]. Following surgery, mice 
were returned to their home cage. Beginning at 3 months 
post-injection, this group of mice underwent long-term 
in  vivo multiphoton imaging as described below. Fol-
lowing long-term imaging, all mice were euthanized by 
administration of isoflurane to induce a deeply anesthe-
tized state, followed by decapitation and preparation for 
IHC as described below.

Injection material
Untagged pre-formed fibrils of alpha-synuclein (PFF) 
injections were prepared according to previously pub-
lished protocols [47, 53]. Briefly, fibrils were prepared 
in reactions (200 µl per tube) containing 360 µM (5 mg/
ml) alpha-synuclein monomer in assembly buffer 
(50mMTris/100mMNaCl, pH 7.0). Reactions were incu-
bated at 37  °C with constant agitation (1000 rpm) in an 
orbital mixer. Reactions were stopped after 5  days, ali-
quoted, and stored at 80  °C until use. PFF preparations 
were diluted (2  mg/ml) into sterile PBS and sonicated 
briefly before injection. mRuby-tagged PFF were made 
using recombinant mouse aSyn. mRuby was expressed 
from a PRK172 plasmid encoding wildtype mouse aSyn 
cDNA with a mRuby tag at the C-terminus, joined by a 
poly-His (6×) linker. The construct was expressed in 
BL21 (DE3) RIL E.coli cells and protein purified using 
a nickel affinity resin (Ni–NTA agarose; Qiagen) as per 
manufacturer’s instructions. The product was con-
centrated using Amicon Ultra filters (30  kDa cutoff; 
Millipore). Purity was verified by Coomassie staining fol-
lowing separation on a 12% SDS-PAGE gel. PFFs were 
assembled as previously described [44] and pathogenic-
ity confirmed in wildtype mouse hippocampal neuron 
cultures.

Pathology induction
Port-injection animals 6 (4 Female, 2 Male) A53T Syn-
GFP mice were injected with the mouse WT sequence 
PFFs described above through pre-drilled holes in 
the previously placed cranial window between 2 and 
5 months post-surgery (mean time of injection post cra-
nial window surgery 2.5  months). Mouse WT sequence 
PFFs were chosen because, in our experience, they are 
robust producers of Lewy pathology in a range of WT 
and transgenic mouse lines. This is also true of our expe-
rience in A53T alpha-synuclein transgenic animals and 
may be related to the fact that the WT amino acid in 
mouse alpha-synuclein at position 53 is a threonine, not 
alanine, as it is in humans. Anesthetized animals (iso-
flurane 1% to 2%) were injected with 2.5 μl (2 mg/ml) of 
freshly sonicated PFFs using a stereotactic injection into 
right hemisphere primary sensory-motor cortex (1, −1.5, 
0.3  mm). Following injection, animals were returned 
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to their home cage. At 6  days post-injection all animals 
underwent in vivo multiphoton imaging over consecutive 
days, as described below. Following imaging, they were 
euthanized as described above and prepared for IHC as 
described below. This modified port-injection procedure 
was used to allow for immediate in  vivo imaging after 
PFF injection in these animals. As a result of the port-
injection procedure, the number and location of the spe-
cific areas visualized differed from mouse to mouse and 
was based on the initial injection site and the clarity of 
the individual cranial windows. Total number of areas 
imaged, total number of inclusions per animal, aver-
age number of inclusions per area and average density 
of inclusions per area can be found in Additional file 2: 
Table S2.

Long-term-injection animals A total of 12 (5 Female, 7 
Male) A53T SynGFP mice were injected with mouse WT 
sequence PFFs according to our previously published 
protocols [54]. Anesthetized animals (isoflurane 1% to 
2%) were injected with 2.5 μl (2 mg/ml) of freshly soni-
cated PFFs using a stereotactic injection into right hemi-
sphere primary sensory-motor cortex (1, −1.5, 0.3 mm). 
Following injection, animals were returned to their home 
cage. Beginning at 2  months post-injection, a subgroup 
of 3 mice (1 Female, 2 Male) underwent cranial window 
surgery and long-term in  vivo multiphoton imaging as 
described above. At variable and progressive time-points 
post-injection, all animals were euthanized by admin-
istration of isoflurane to induce a deeply anesthetized 
state, followed by decapitation and preparation for IHC 
as described below. An additional 4 A53T SynGFP mice 
(2 female, 2 male, age 5  m) did not receive injections 
and were used as control animals to determine baseline 
GFP expression in transgenic A53T SynGFP animals by 
cell-type.

Peripheral IM injection animals A total of 8 A53T Syn-
GFP mice were injected with mouse WT sequence PFFs 
into the right gastrocnemius muscle between the ages of 
2–3 months old. Anesthetized animals (isoflurane 1% to 
2%) were injected with 5 μl (2 mg/ml) of freshly sonicated 
PFFs. Following injection, animals were returned to their 
home cage. At either 4- or 8-months post-injection ani-
mals were randomly selected for sacrificed as described 
above and prepared for IHC as described below.

EM/CLEM animals A total of 14 (9 female, 5 male) 
A53T SynGFP mice were injected with mouse WT 
sequence PFFs or alpha-synuclein monomer according 
to our previously published protocols [54]. Anesthetized 
animals (isoflurane 1% to 2%) were injected with 2.5  μl 
(2 mg/ml) of freshly sonicated PFFs using a stereotactic 
injection into right hemisphere primary sensory-motor 
cortex (1, −1.5, 0.3 mm; 3 female). An additional group 
of animals was injected with 2.5 μl (2 mg/ml) of freshly 

sonicated PFFs or 2.5 μl alpha-synuclein monomer using 
a stereotactic injection into the right striatum (−0.5, 
−2.0, 2.6 mm; 6 female, 5 male). Following injection, ani-
mals were returned to their home cage. Mice were then 
euthanized by overdose of anesthesia followed by per-
fusion and prepared for either transmission immuno-
EM (striatal injection, 1 or 9-months post-injection) or 
CLEM (cortical injection 1-month post-injection) as 
described below.

Mouse brain in vivo imaging and analysis
In vivo imaging and analysis was completed using a pre-
viously published protocol [54]. In the port-injection 
animals, A53T SynGFP aggregation was tracked in indi-
vidual cells immediately following PFF injection. In 
long-term-injection animals, A53T SynGFP aggregation 
was tracked in individual cells beginning 3 months post-
injection. All animals were imaged while anesthetized 
under isoflurane, using a Zeiss LSM 7MP multipho-
ton microscope outfitted with dual channel BiG (binary 
GaAsP) detectors and a Coherent Technologies Chame-
leon titanium-sapphire femtosecond pulsed laser source 
(tuned to 860 nm for imaging A53T SynGFP). Zeiss ZEN 
Blue image acquisition software was used. Images were 
analyzed with Fiji [66]. Briefly, regions of interest (ROIs) 
were selected for each cell in each collected imaging 
stack. Each individual cell was tracked overtime using 
the ROI and surrounding morphological features. Within 
each cell, the location of initial A53T SynGFP aggre-
gation and the time course of inclusion formation was 
recorded. Data were analyzed in Prism 8 (GraphPad) to 
determine density of inclusions within each image stack 
 (mm3) over time, % of total inclusions formed over time, 
and inclusion survival rate.

Mouse brain removal, fixation, and sectioning
Mouse brains were dissected immediately postmortem, 
placed into vials of 6 ml of fresh 4% PFA in PBS, and fixed 
with a Pelco Biowave Pro for 90 min at 150 W at 30 °C in 
a circulating water bath. The brains were moved to 4 °C 
to continue to fix overnight. The next day the PFA was 
replaced with 0.05% sodium azide in PBS and tissue was 
stored at 4 °C until further processing. After fixation, the 
brains were sliced into 50  µm coronal floating sections 
using a Vibratome Leica VT1000S.

Immunohistochemistry
Tissue slices were blocked for 1 h in blocking buffer (0.1% 
Triton-X, 10% goat serum, in PBS). Primary antibody 
was diluted in incubation buffer (1:5 dilution of block-
ing buffer) at a concentration optimized for each anti-
body and incubated overnight, in the dark, while shaking 
at room temperature. The tissue was washed for 30 min 
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with PBS 5 times. The complementary secondary anti-
body was diluted in incubation buffer and incubated 
similarly overnight at room temperature. The next day, 
the tissue was washed with 5 exchanges of PBS. DAPI 
staining was done just prior to the final wash. The tissue 
was mounted onto a slide in CitiFluor CFMR2 Antifadent 
Solution. A #1.5 coverslip was sealed over the tissue with 
Biotium CoverGrip Coverslip Sealant. Antibodies and 
concentrations listed in Additional file 1: Table S1.

Human neuropathological analysis
Human neuropathological analysis was done using stand-
ard histologic methods. Immunohistochemistry was used 
to evaluate serine-129-phosphorylated alpha-synuclein, 
Syn303, Syn505, and ubiquitin. In brief, formalin-fixed, 
paraffin-embedded sections of frontal cortex were incu-
bated with antibody developed with diaminobenzidine 
(DAB) chromagen, and counterstained with hematoxylin, 
as previously described [40]. Antibodies and concentra-
tions listed in Additional file 1: Table S1.

Western blotting
Brains from male WT SynGFP [61], E46K SynGFP and 
A53T SynGFP that were 3–4  months of age were dis-
sected immediately post mortem and olfactory bulbs 
and cerebellum removed. Remaining brain tissue was 
homogenized in ice-cold lysis buffer (50  mm Tris–HCl, 
pH 7.5, 5  M guanidinium, protease inhibitor mixture 
(Roche Complete)) using a probe-tip sonicator, then cen-
trifuged (13,000 × g, 10 min) and supernatant was stored 
at −80 °C until analysis. On the day of analysis total pro-
tein concentration was determined using a BCA assay. 
Total cell lysates (12  μg of protein) were solubilized in 
LDS (lithium dodecyl sulfate) buffer under reducing con-
ditions. Proteins were separated by SDS-PAGE using a 
12% Bis–Tris gel and transferred to a PVDF membrane. 
Following blocking with blocking buffer (LI-COR Bio-
sciences), membranes were incubated overnight with 
primary antibodies (alpha-synuclein: 1:1000, Syn-1, BD 
Biosciences; GAPDH: GAPDH, 1:10,000, Millipore). A 
near infrared fluorescent-labeled secondary antibody 
(1:5000; IR800CW; LI-COR Biosciences) was used and 
quantification was done with an Odyssey CLx infrared 
imaging system (LI-COR Biosciences) and ImageJ/Fiji 
(NIH).

Electron microscopy
Electron microscopy (EM) was done similarly to pre-
viously published protocols [57, 86]. Animals were 
perfused using a transcardiac approach with 0.5% para-
formaldehyde/1% glutaraldehyde/0.1% picric acid in 
0.1  M phosphate buffer, pH 7.3, at room temperature. 
Tissue sections from both the primary sensory-motor 

cortex and the striatum were processed for EM pre-
embed DAB immunolabeling for localization of p-129 
alpha-synuclein using a microwave procedure. Tissue 
was incubated in the microwave (Pelco BioWave Pro) 
for 5  min, 550  W, at 35  °C with the vacuum off (all the 
remaining steps occurred at this temperature) in 10 mM 
sodium citrate, pH 6.0 (antigen retrieval), rinsed in 0.1 M 
phosphate buffer (PB) for 2 × 1  min at 150  W with the 
vacuum off, exposed to 3% hydrogen peroxide at 150 W 
for 1  min with the vacuum on, rinsed in PB at 150  W 
for 2 × 1 min with the vacuum off, exposed to 0.5% Tri-
ton X-100 for 5 min, 550 W with the vacuum on, washed 
in PB for 2 × 1 min at 200 W with the vacuum off, then 
exposed to the primary antibody for 12  min at 200  W 
4 times using the following cycle: 2  min on, 2  min off, 
2 min on, 5 min off, all on a continuous vacuum. The tis-
sue was then rinsed in PB twice at 1 min each at 150 W 
with the vacuum off, and then exposed to the second-
ary antibody for 15  min at 200  W for 2 cycles of the 
following: 4  min on, 3  min off, 4  min on, 5  min off, all 
on a continuous vacuum. The tissue was then rinsed in 
PB, 2 × 1  min, at 150  W with the vacuum off and then 
exposed to ABC (Vector Elite Kit, 1 µl/ml solution A and 
B in PB) for 11  min at 150  W under vacuum using the 
following cycle: 4  min on, 3  min off, 4  min on. The tis-
sue was then rinsed in PB twice at 1 min each, at 150 W 
with the vacuum off and then exposed to DAB (0.5  µg/
ml + 1.5% hydrogen peroxide) for up to 10 min at room 
temperature. Thin Sects.  (60  nm) were cut on an ultra-
microtome (EMUC7; Leica) along the leading edge of 
the cortical tissue block, where layers I-VI were exposed, 
using a diamond knife (Diatome). Photographs (10/ani-
mal) were taken on a JEOL 1400 transmission electron 
microscope from a single 50 mesh grid (1 thin section/
grid, 1 photograph/grid square) throughout the neuropil 
of layers II and III by an individual blinded to the experi-
mental groups, using a digital camera (Advanced Micros-
copy Techniques). Antibodies and concentrations listed 
in Additional file 1: Table S1.

Correlated light and electron microscopy (CLEM)
Tissue sections were prepared using OHSU’s Multiscale 
Microscopy Core (MMC) protocols and imaged using 
the MMC’s FEI CorrSight and Helios microscopes, and 
staff. A total of 3 PFF injected A53T SynGFP mice were 
perfused with 4% PFA in PBS and 0.2% glutaraldehyde 
at 1-month post-injection. Whole brains were post-fixed 
overnight in 4% PFA. Whole brains were then cut into 
60 µm sections using a Vibratome. The injection site was 
carefully marked in each brain to localize the sections 
with the most abundant Lewy pathology. Unstained sec-
tions were then examined using a wide-field fluorescent 
microscope to locate and isolate sections with visible 
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pathology. Areas of visible pathology were trimmed from 
larger sections into approximately 1  mm2 pieces. Indi-
vidual squares of tissue were then placed in 5 mm glass 
vials for embedding. Sections of tissue were incubated in 
0.5 M Tris–HCl pH 7.2, 0.1 M glycine at 4 °C for 2 h fol-
lowed by 3 washes in PBS pH 7.2 on ice for 2 min each. 
Tissue sections then underwent a dehydration step down 
protocol (incubated for 5 min each at 30%, 50%, 75%, and 
90% EtOH) on ice. Tissue sections were then incubated 
in a solution of 90% EtOH:London Resin White (LR 
White) at a 1:1 ratio for 1 h, followed by a 1:3 ratio for 1 h 
on ice. After this step, the tissue was infiltrated in 100% 
LR white overnight at −20 °C. On the following day the 
samples were exchanged with fresh cold LR White two 
times, 1 h each. Individual tissue sections were embedded 
in LR White in a wheaton cap and kept under vacuum 
at 50  °C for 24  h. Following embedding, individual sec-
tions were sectioned at 350  nm using a Histo Diamond 
knife (Diatome) and mounted on ITO coverslips. Prior 
to mounting ITO coverslips were ionized through a glow 
discharge negative set at 15  mA for 20  s using an Easi-
Glow unit (Ted Pella). Individual sections on ITO cov-
erslips were imaged using the CorrSight™ using MAPS 
software to collect fluorescent images and determine the 
location of ROIs for EM imaging. Once all fluorescent 
images were collected, tissue was counterstained with 5% 
(w/v) uranyl acetate, Reynolds lead citrate and imaged 
using the Helios Nanolab 660. CLEM Images were col-
lected and analyzed using the MMC’s software packages. 
Specifically, the presence and location of A53T SynGFP 
pathology was analyzed by surveying twenty 1 × 1  mm 
serial sections from each animal. Tissue sections were 

examined to determine the cellular and sub-cellular loca-
tion of A53T SynGFP pathology. Control animals were 
used to determine background levels of fluorescence 
and response to injection. Electron micrographs were 
acquired in back scattered electron mode using a retract-
able directional backscattered (DBS) electron detector. 
Imaging conditions used were 1–1.5  keV, 100–200 pA 
and 4 mm working distance.

Image acquisition
Fluorescent images were acquired on an Elyra-Zeiss 
Super-Resolution Microscope with AiryScan using a 
63 × 1.4 NA oil objective. The lasers used were 561, 488, 
405 and 647. Laser power was optimized for each laser 
and each round of immunohistochemistry and ranged 
from 0.3 to 2%. Master gain was optimized for each laser 
and each round of immunohistochemistry but ranged 
from 500 to 700. Images were analyzed using ImageJ/Fiji 
(NIH).

Baseline GFP expression in transgenic A53T SynGFP 
animals by cell‑type
GFP expression in the cell was identified by two blinded 
reviewers and scored as positive or negative for GFP 
expression. See Fig. 1c–e to reference cells that are GFP-
positive or negative. The cell-identifying channel was 
removed during scoring to ensure that both independ-
ent reviewers were blinded to cell identity when scoring 
GFP signal. Every GFAP and Iba1 cell in the data set was 
counted, n = 29 and 75 respectively, and 8% of the NeuN 
cells were counted, n = 109 of 1449 total. To estimate the 
total number of NeuN cells that were GFP positive in the 

Fig. 1 A53T SynGFP mice overexpress alpha-synuclein and the transgene localizes to neurons. a A53T SynGFP mice were generated by cloning the 
human SNCA gene, containing a point mutation at nt157 G > A causing an Ala53Thr change, into the MoPrp.Xho vector putting it under control 
of the murine prion promotor. SynGFP expression levels were determined by Western blot of brain lysate in WT and A53T (High) mice. Original 
data from Western blot also shows additional mouse lines that were not used in this study, including the A53T SynGFP (Low) line and the E46K 
SynGFP (High and Low) line. This blot was stained with antibodies to alpha-synuclein and GAPDH (loading control). Differences in apparent sizes of 
WT and mutant SynGFP proteins are due to the different linker regions used between alpha-synuclein and GFP. b Quantification of Western blot. 
SynGFP expression levels determined by Western blot of brain lysate indicate an overexpression of A53T SynGFP in this mouse line (High) of ~ 8-fold 
compared to a previously characterized human wild-type alpha-synuclein-GFP mouse line (WT SynGFP). Group data shows a significant difference 
in the normalized protein expression in the different transgenic mouse lines (one-way ANOVA (interaction F(4,5) = 570.1), p < 0.0001; Tukey’s 
multiple comparisons test, A53T (High) protein expression is greater than all other mouse lines: p < 0.0001 for all 4 comparisons, A53T (Low) protein 
expression is greater than E46K (Low) and WT: p = 0.0003 and p < 0.0001 respectively, E46K (High) protein expression is greater than E46K (Low) 
and WT: p = 0.0002 and p < 0.0001 respectively, and E46K (Low) protein expression is greater than WT: p = 0.007; A53T (Low) protein expression is 
not significantly different from E46K (High): p = 0.9047; N = 2 animals per line. c–e In A53T SynGFP transgenic animals, protein expression of the 
transgene was present in punctate staining in the neuropil and in relatively homogenous staining in a subset of cell bodies. Characterization of 
the cell types expressing SynGFP was determined using immunohistochemistry (IHC) and demonstrated that SynGFP is detectable in a subset 
of NeuN-positive cells (arrows), but rarely found in GFAP-positive or Iba1-positive cells. Arrow heads show SynGFP-negative cells. Scale bar equals 
10 µm. f The majority of A53T SynGFP positive cells were NeuN-positive (99.7%), while a very small fraction of A53T SynGFP positive cells were 
GFAP-positive (0.3%), and none (0.0%) were Iba1 positive (N = 815 cells). g Of the total NeuN-positive cells, 55.1% were GFP positive, indicating 
expression of the A53T SynGFP transgene in a large fraction of this cell type population. 10.3% of GFAP-positive cells were GFP positive, and no 
Iba1-positive cells were GFP positive. Based on this characterization, expression of the A53T SynGFP transgene is significantly increased in neuronal 
cells, rather than non-neuronal cells, in these animals (Chi-square (2) = 106.4, p < 0.0001, N = 1553 cells)

(See figure on next page.)
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entire data set, the percentage of GFP-positive NeuN 
cells was multiplied by the total number of NeuN cells.

Pathology analysis following peripheral IM PFF injection
The overall number and location of cells and neurites 
with A53T SynGFP pathology was quantified in serial 
sections of mouse brain spanning from the caudal brain-
stem (Bregma −2.69  mm), to the midbrain (Bregma 
−2.27), to the motor cortex (Bregma −1.07) at both 
4 month and 8 month post-injection time points (Fig. 7g). 
The amount of pathology in specific brain areas was 
counted and compared in each section at each time point 
to determine the location and time course of spread. 
Data was analyzed in Image J/Fiji (NIH) using plugins to 
threshold, process noise, and analyze particles with con-
trol (c) and motor (m) regions of interest.

Experimental design and statistical analysis
All quantified values are reported as the mean ± SEM, 
unless otherwise noted. The relevant sample type and 
number (N), and statistical tests used to evaluate sig-
nificance for each experiment are presented in the figure 
legend of each data set. The sample sizes used in each 
experiment were based on estimates of expected effect 
sizes (~ 10–50%) and standard deviations from prelimi-
nary data and were powered to detect differences with a 
0.05 significance (α) level and 0.9 power (1-β). Potential 
sex differences were also analyzed in our experiments 
and none were detected.

Results
A53T SynGFP mice overexpress alpha‑synuclein 
and the transgenic protein localizes primarily to neurons
Experiments in this study were carried out using an 
alpha-synuclein transgenic mouse model we recently 
developed. This model overexpresses the human A53T 
point mutation alpha-synuclein tagged on its C-terminus 
with enhanced green fluorescent protein (A53T Syn-
GFP) under control of the mouse prion promotor. The 
expression level of A53T SynGFP in this new mouse line 
was determined using western blot and compared to a 
previously well-characterized human wild-type alpha-
synuclein-GFP mouse line, which shows a ~ 3-fold over-
expression compared to human brain (WT SynGFP) [19, 
54, 61, 76, 83]. Our results showed an ~ 8-fold increase 
in expression of SynGFP in the new A53T SynGFP 
mice compared to the WT SynGFP line (~ 24-fold over-
expression compared to human brain, Fig. 1a, b). To fur-
ther characterize this new mouse line, IHC was used to 
determine the location of transgenic protein expression. 
Staining showed that A53T SynGFP signal is present in 
neuropil puncta and as a homogenous signal in a subset 
of cell bodies (Fig. 1c–e). Using CLEM and immuno-EM 

techniques, we found that neuropil puncta staining 
reflects A53T SynGFP localization to presynaptic termi-
nals (Additional file 4: Fig. S1). Known cell type markers 
were used to determine the specific cell type that co-
localized with homogenous A53T SynGFP somatic signal 
in the cortex and showed that A53T SynGFP localizes 
mainly to cells positive for the neuronal marker NeuN 
(99.7% of GFP positive cortical cells are NeuN positive), 
with little to no protein expression found within cells 
positive for an astrocyte marker (GFAP, 0.3% of cortical 
cells) or a microglia marker (Iba1, 0.0% of cortical cells) 
(Fig.  1f ). Additional analyses showed that over half of 
all the NeuN positive cells were A53T SynGFP positive 
(55%), while only 10% of the GFAP positive cells were 
A53T SynGFP positive, and no Iba1 positive cells were 
A53T SynGFP positive (Fig.  1g). Thus, we have found 
that A53T SynGFP localizes primarily within neurons in 
the cortex in this mouse line.

Electron micrographs show fibrillar structures 
that co‑localize with SynGFP fluorescent signal using CLEM 
imaging
We performed transmission electron microscopy and 
CLEM imaging on A53T SynGFP mice following PFF 
injection to test if Lewy pathology could be seeded in 
these mice and to determine the ultrastructural charac-
teristics of these inclusions. Tissue was examined using 
transmission electron microscopy techniques 9  months 
after PFF injection into the striatum. Fibrillar struc-
tures were found to be present in neuritic structures in 
the motor cortex (Fig. 2a, b) and were also labeled with 
DAB/p-129 alpha-synuclein immunostaining (Fig.  2c) 
within the striatum. However, it was not easily possible to 
determine if these p-129-positive fibrillar structures were 
composed of A53T SynGFP or endogenous mouse alpha-
synuclein using transmission EM techniques. Tissue was 
then examined in a separate group of animals, 1 month 
after PFF injection into the primary sensory-motor cor-
tex, where fixation was optimized for CLEM imaging. A 
region of interest with fluorescent A53T SynGFP inclu-
sions near the injection site was dissected out and pre-
pared for CLEM analysis. EM results show that fibrillar 
material is present in neuritic structures and perfectly 
overlays with SynGFP fluorescence (Fig. 2d–f), establish-
ing that these inclusions are composed of A53T SynGFP 
in a fibril state.

A53T SynGFP mice form Lewy Body inclusions 
at an accelerated rate following PFF injection and results 
in rapid neuronal cell death
To further characterize the nature of alpha-synuclein 
inclusions and compare them to established markers 
of human Lewy pathology, A53T SynGFP mice were 
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injected with mouse WT sequence PFFs using stereo-
tactic injection into right hemisphere primary sensory-
motor cortex. At various time points post-injection, 
IHC analysis showed bilateral cortical pathology in PFF 
injected A53T SynGFP mice that was morphologically 
consistent with Lewy pathology and co-localized with 
classical markers, including phosphorylation at ser-
ine-129 (pSyn), ubiquitination, and staining with amy-
loid-binding dyes (Fig.  3a–g). In addition, PFF-induced 
inclusions co-stained with an anti-GFP antibody, indi-
cating that the green fluorescence we observe comes 
from the transgenic protein and not endogenous auto-
fluorescent species (Fig.  3c). As a control, we also per-
formed a set of PFF injections into transgenic mice that 
only express GFP (Thy1-GFP, M-line). In these mice, 
neurons formed Lewy pathology composed of endog-
enous mouse alpha-synuclein, however, GFP expression 
in such neurons did not colocalize well with Lewy pathol-
ogy (Additional file  5: Fig. S2). This indicates that GFP 
by itself is not recruited to Lewy pathology unless it is 
fused to alpha-synuclein, as it is in WT SynGFP [54] and 
A53T SynGFP mice. A small subset of inclusions stained 
positively for cell death markers indicating active neu-
rodegeneration (Fig. 3f, g, Additional file 6: Fig. S3). An 
additional small subset of A53T SynGFP-positive inclu-
sions did not stain for pSyn (Fig. 3e), and these inclusions 
showed signs of undergoing active cell death, including 
containing small, condensed pyknotic nuclei by DAPI 
staining (Fig.  3e). Although A53T SynGFP inclusions 
were rarely found in spherical inclusions characteristic of 
Lewy bodies, when compared to Lewy pathology found 
in human genetic cases with the A53T mutation, a more 
striking resemblance was noted (Fig. 3h–k). Tissue from 
PFF-injected A53T SynGFP mouse samples and A53T 
human samples both had flame-shaped somatic and 
neuritic inclusions that were immunoreactive for patho-
logic alpha-synuclein (Syn303; Syn505). Inclusions were 
also ubiquitinated, pSyn-positive, and numerous in cor-
tical regions, further demonstrating that A53T SynGFP 
inclusions are pathologically relevant (Fig.  3h–k). We 

similarly did unilateral striatal PFF injections in another 
set of A53T SynGFP animals and analyzed their brains 
at 1  month and 9  months post-injection. The 1-month 
post-injection animals showed no obvious spread of 
Lewy pathology outside of a limited amount near the 
injection site in the striatum (data not shown). In con-
trast, 9 months post-injection we saw significant spread 
of Lewy pathology in the ipsilateral (Additional file 7: Fig. 
S4) and contralateral hemispheres (data not shown).

Using similar in  vivo imaging and analysis techniques 
as we previously used for WT SynGFP mice [54], we were 
able to follow individual cells over time to determine 
the rate of inclusion formation and cell death (following 
inclusion formation) after PFF injection in A53T SynGFP 
mice (Fig. 4a–f). We found that the A53T SynGFP mice 
developed bilateral cortical pathology rapidly (Fig.  4g–l, 
Additional file  1: Table  S1). A53T SynGFP inclusions 
started forming within 10 days post-injection, compared 
to the 3–4  month post-injection time frame we previ-
ously reported in WT SynGFP mice [54] or the 1 month 
time frame that others have shown in untagged alpha-
synuclein WT or mutant transgenic models [29, 45, 46, 
59, 60]. The inclusions that we detect with in vivo imag-
ing are very likely composed of aggregated alpha-synu-
clein, since our previous work using in vivo multiphoton 
fluorescence recovery after photobleaching (FRAP) tech-
niques clearly shows drastically decreased mobility of 
SynGFP within Lewy inclusions imaged in this way [54]. 
We also observed very rapid cell death after inclusion 
formation (Fig.  4m), since in this mouse model inclu-
sion-bearing cells had a half survival time of ~ 8 days, as 
compared to a ~ 180  days half survival time in the WT 
SynGFP mouse line [54].

A53T SynGFP aggregates appear first in axons
The rapid time course of inclusion formation in A53T 
mice allowed us to capture the initial location of A53T 
SynGFP aggregation within individual cells. We used 
in  vivo multiphoton imaging to follow individual cells 
prior to inclusion formation and acquired imaging 

(See figure on next page.)
Fig. 2 Electron Micrographs show fibrillar structures that co-localize with SynGFP fluorescent signal using CLEM imaging. a Transmission Electron 
Microscopy (TEM) image of a large neurite from the motor cortex of a SynGFP mouse after PFF injection. Scale bar 1500 nm. b Inset demonstrating 
an example of fibrillar structures within the neurite. Scale bar 500 nm. c DAB/p-129 alpha-synuclein labeled neurite in the striatum of a SynGFP 
mouse after PFF injection. DAB labeling is consistent with disordered alpha synuclein fibrillar structures as opposed to the more organized 
appearance expected in microtubules. Scale bar 500 nm. d Left panel: Electron Microscopy (EM) image of a cell and white matter tracks from the 
motor cortex of a SynGFP mouse 1-month after PFF injection. Right panel: The same EM image with an overlay of the fluorescent SynGFP signal 
captured from the same location using MAPS software creating a Correlated Light and Electron Microscopy (CLEM) image. Scale bar 5 µm. e Left 
panel: EM image of the inset from Fig. 2d demonstrating an example fibrillar structure within white matter tacks. Right panel: CLEM image showing 
co-localization of the fluorescent SynGFP signal with the fibrillar structure. Scale bare 1 µm. f Left panel: EM image of a neuron in the motor cortex 
of the same SynGFP mouse 1-month after PFF injection depicting a fibrillar structure within a neuritic process. Right panel: CLEM image showing 
co-localization of the fluorescent SynGFP signal with the fibrillar structure. Scale bar 2 µm
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volumes within cortex to analyze and track the movement 
of aggregated A53T SynGFP in specific structures start-
ing before somatic inclusions formed. Careful analysis of 
the in vivo multiphoton imaging data shows that alpha-
synuclein aggregates form almost exclusively in axonal 
structures and then propagate in a retrograde fashion 
to the soma (Fig. 5). The designation of axon was made 
based on the morphological features, direction, length, 
and depth of the neuritic process. Each cell was analyzed 
individually within a confocal volume that began at the 
pial surface of the brain and extended to a depth of about 
200 µm into the cortex. In the majority of cells, the loca-
tion of initial A53T SynGFP aggregation could be seen at 
early time points as a linear process oriented with its long 
axis perpendicular to the surface of the brain and run-
ning from deeper to more superficial layers (Fig. 5a, video 
from Additional file  8: Fig. S5). Branching of these ini-
tially labeled neuritic aggregates was never observed, sug-
gesting that these neurites are unlikely to be dendrites. A 
complete analysis of over 700 cells revealed that ~ 80% of 
the time, at the first imaging session, an aggregated A53T 
SynGFP inclusion could be detected in the axon before 
the presence of a somatic inclusion in that cell. In ~ 20% 
of the cells at the first imaging session, inclusions were 
visualized in the axon and the cell body simultaneously, 
and there were no instances where inclusions were ini-
tially visualized in the cell body and then later progressed 
into the axon (Fig. 5b). We believe that in ~ 20% of cells, 
where the first imaging session demonstrated axon and 
cell body inclusions simultaneously, we are seeing a time 
point that represents cells where retrograde spread from 
axon to the soma had already occurred before we were 
able to capture the event using in vivo imaging. The fact 
that spread starting in the soma and spreading to the 
axon was never detected in > 700 cells studied suggests 
that if anterograde spread does occur, it must happen at 

Marker

SynGFPMarker Merge

Merge

pSyn

SynGFPDAPI

U
bi

qu
iti

n
X-

34
A

nt
i-G

FP
pS

yn
pS

yn
C

as
p3

TU
N

EL

Wild-type
Synuclein

A53T 
Synuclein

Human Cortical TissueMouse Cortical Tissue

S
yn

 3
03

S
yn

 5
05

U
bi

qu
iti

n
pS

yn

Control
PD-patient

Syn-A53T
PD-patient 

a

b

c

d

e

f

g

h

i

j

k

Fig. 3 A53T SynGFP inclusions co-localize with classical hallmarks 
of human Lewy pathology. a–g Mature A53T SynGFP inclusions 
are phosphorylated at serine-129 (pSyn), ubiquitinated, in an 
amyloid dye-binding configuration (X-34), co-stain with an anti-GFP 
antibody, and a small subset stain positively for cell death markers 
(Casp3, TUNEL). There was also a small subset of inclusions that 
were A53T SynGFP positive but did not stain for pSyn (e), and often 
these inclusions show signs of undergoing cell death processes as 
evidenced by their small, condensed nuclei (DAPI in e). Scale bar 
5 µm. h–k A53T SynGFP inclusions also share the characteristics 
of Lewy pathology found in human genetic cases with the A53T 
mutation. Tissue from PFF-injected A53T mouse samples and human 
clinical samples contain somatic (arrow) and neuritic (arrow head) 
inclusions that stain with alpha-synuclein antibodies that selectively 
detect pathologic synuclein (Syn303 and Syn505), are ubiquitinated, 
pSyn positive, and increased in number compared to both mouse 
wild-type and human control PD-patient tissue. Scale bar 50 µm

▸



Page 12 of 23Schaser et al. acta neuropathol commun           (2020) 8:150 

a very low rate. Therefore, our in vivo data strongly sug-
gest the axon is the initial location of inclusion formation 
after PFF injection into the primary sensory-motor cor-
tex in A53T SynGFP mice.

In a subsequent analysis of fixed tissue, we co-stained 
with an axonal protein marker (SMI-312) and the som-
atodendritic marker (MAP2) to further explore the 
specific cell structure that contained neuritic inclu-
sions (Additional file  9: Fig. S6). There was co-locali-
zation between the axonal protein marker and neuritic 

inclusions (Additional file  9: Fig. S6a). However, the 
complete analysis showed that only a small subset of 
the neuritic inclusions co-localized with the specific 
axonal protein marker that we tested (SM1-312). There 
was no evidence of co-localization with the somatoden-
dritic marker MAP2. In this experiment, the majority 
of neuritic inclusions did not co-localize with SMI-312 
or the somatodendritic marker (Additional file  9: Fig. 
S6b). Presumably this is because fibrillar SynGFP does 
not often co-localize with this specific axonal protein. 
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Fig. 4 A53T SynGFP mice form Lewy Body inclusions at an expedited rate following PFF injection and show a rapid cell death time course. a–f 
In vivo imaging of individual cells over time shows rapid inclusion formation and degeneration of inclusion-bearing cells. Example images show 
an individual cell tracked over time (arrows). The cell was followed beginning at 6 dpi and shows SynGFP fluorescence in puncta at terminals 
and homogeneous fluorescence in the cell body indicating soluble SynGFP (white arrows). At 10 dpi the inclusion begins to form and SynGFP 
fluorescence starts to clear from the nucleus and become more intense at the edges of the cytoplasm, indicating aggregated SynGFP (green 
arrows). At 15 dpi SynGFP aggregation is clearly visible in the processes of the cell (arrow heads). Within a 2-day window the inclusion disappears 
and at 17 dpi the inclusion-bearing cell has degenerated (red arrow). Survival time of this inclusion-bearing cell was 7 days. Scale bar 10 µm. g–l 
A53T SynGFP inclusions form at a much faster rate compared to previously published data tracking inclusion formation in WT SynGFP mice. A 
total of six A53T SynGFP mice were tracked in this study (1–6). Individual cells were tracked overtime in cortex layer II/III of both the injected (ipsi) 
and un-injected (contra) hemispheres. In all mice mature SynGFP inclusions started forming within 10 days post injection (dpi) compared to the 
3–4 months post injection (mpi) time frame previously reported in WT SynGFP mice. Formation rate was tracked as both a measure of overall 
density (inclusions/mm3) (g, i, k) and as a percentage of total inclusions formed (h, j, l). Individual mice (g, h), group data as a function of location 
(ipsi, contra) (i, j) and overall group data (k, l) and are shown. A53T SynGFP mice show both intra and inter-animal variability in the density and 
percentage of inclusions formed at each time point (SEM), but the overall rate of formation followed the same rapid time course in all mice. m 
Group data shows rapid degeneration of inclusion-bearing cells, with a median survival time of 8 days after inclusion formation
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Fluorescently-labeled mRubyPFFs (in contrast to the 
unlabeled PFFs used for the rest of our study) were 
also used to determine the initial location of uptake 
and aggregation in A53T SynGFP mice. At very early 
time points post-injection (1–4  weeks post-injection), 
we found that labeled PFFs are present along axons in 
deep subcortical white matter and progressively move 
away from the site of injection towards the corpus cal-
losum (Additional file 10: Fig. S7). These data together 
strongly suggest that both labeled PFFs and aggregated 
A53T SynGFP move in a retrograde fashion from axons 
to cell bodies.

A53T SynGFP inclusions form in non‑neuronal cells 
at longer intervals post‑injection
IHC analysis was performed on brain sections of mice 
at various times after PFF injection into the right hemi-
sphere primary sensory-motor cortex. Results show that 
both neuronal and non-neuronal inclusions form follow-
ing PFF injection in A53T SynGFP mice (Fig. 6a–c), but 
that the shift from neuronal to non-neuronal inclusions 
occurred in a time-dependent manner (Fig. 6d). At early 

time points (prior to 50  days post-injection) the major-
ity of inclusions formed in NeuN-positive cells (17/33), 
while at later time points (after 50  days post-injection) 
the majority of inclusions formed in GFAP-positive cells 
(147/160). At both time points inclusions were unlikely 
to form in Iba1-positive cells (early = 1/24; late = 7/122), 
and when they did they had somewhat different proper-
ties (pSyn-negative SynGFP inclusions, Fig.  6e) poten-
tially representing close association with or engulfment 
by microglia of degenerating Lewy-bearing structures. A 
secondary analysis was completed using the TMEM119 
antibody, which is more specific to mouse microglia, and 
results were not significantly different from that pro-
duced with Iba1 staining (Additional file 11: Fig. S8).

A53T SynGFP inclusion survival time is dependent 
on cell‑type
A separate group of A53T SynGFP mice underwent PFF 
injection and long-term in  vivo imaging was conducted 
to further characterize the pathological progression of 
Lewy pathology. Interestingly, the survival time of cells 
with A53T SynGFP inclusions was dependent on the 
cell-type in which the inclusion formed. Neuronal cells 
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were separated from the non-neuronal cells in the in vivo 
imaging dataset based on morphological features. We 
found that neurons underwent rapid cell death similar to 
that observed previously, with half survival time 7–8 days 
(Figs.  4m, 6f ). However, longer imaging showed that 
later appearing inclusions in non-neuronal cells survived 
much longer, with half survival time > 80 days (Fig. 6f ).

Peripheral intramuscular (IM) injection data 
shows a time‑dependent and progressive spread 
of alpha‑synuclein inclusions through neuroanatomically 
connected pathways
To test the hypothesis that alpha-synuclein inclusions 
spread through neuroanatomically connected path-
ways as opposed to other mechanisms, A53T SynGFP 
mice were injected with mouse WT sequence PFFs 
into the right gastrocnemius muscle between the ages 
of 2–3 months old. Animals were euthanized either at 
4 months or 8 months post-injection. Brains were dis-
sected, fixed, and serial sectioned from the forebrain, 
through the brainstem, to the most rostral section of 
the spinal cord. Sections from designated regions of 
interest through the rostral – caudal axis of the brain-
stem were chosen, and both motor and control regions 
of interest were analyzed (Fig.  7). Motor regions of 
interest were determined based on known descend-
ing motor pathways. The specific areas were chosen 
because they encompass white matter tracts and nuclei 
within the lateral descending motor pathways, specifi-
cally the lateral corticospinal tract and the rubrospinal 
tract (Fig. 7g). These tracts begin in the primary motor 
cortex or red nucleus, respectively, and terminate in the 
lower motor neurons of the anterior gray horn of the 

spinal cord. Both tracts are connected to the site of PFF 
injection in the gastrocnemius muscle through multi-
ple synaptic connections, thereby representing poten-
tial sites of retrograde trans-synaptic spread. Results 
showed that A53T SynGFP inclusions are detectable 
specifically in motor areas in a time-dependent manner 
following PFF injection into the gastrocnemius mus-
cle in the periphery. At 4 months post-injection, A53T 
SynGFP inclusions were detected in motor regions of 
interest in the pons and midbrain, but were not detect-
able in the cortex or in any of the corresponding control 
regions of interest (Fig. 7a–c). At 8 months post-injec-
tion, A53T SynGFP inclusions were detected in all 
motor regions of interest along the rostral-caudal axis 
studied, including motor cortex, but were not detected 
in any of the corresponding control regions of interest 
(Fig. 7d–f ). Quantification of the number of inclusions 
in each region of interest showed a significant effect of 
region of interest on number of inclusions. Post-hoc 
multiple comparison testing showed a significant differ-
ence between all 3 motor regions of interest at 4 months 
compared to 8 months, with a greater number of inclu-
sions present in each region of interest along the rostral 
caudal axis at 8 months compared to 4 months, indicat-
ing an increase in inclusion number over time (Fig. 7h). 
At 4 months post-injection a significant difference was 
seen between the motor and control areas in the pons 
alone, indicating trans-synaptic spread only to the 
caudal brainstem at the earlier time point (Fig.  7i). At 
8 months post-injection, there was a significant differ-
ence between motor and control regions of interest in 
each location along the rostral-caudal axis, indicating 
progressive trans-synaptic spread through connected 

Fig. 6 A53T SynGFP inclusions form in non-neuronal cells at longer intervals post-injection. a–c A53T SynGFP inclusions appear in at least 
three cell types: NeuN-positive cells (a), GFAP-positive cells (b), and Iba1-positive cells (c). The morphology and staining characteristics of these 
inclusions differed depending on cell-type identified via immunohistochemistry. For example, Iba1-positive SynGFP inclusions rarely co-stain with 
psyn (c). Scale bar 10 µm. d The percentage of A53T SynGFP inclusions in different cell types varies over time. At earlier intervals post-injection 
(less than 50 days post-injection (dpi)) A53T inclusions are more likely found in NeuN-positive cells than GFAP-positive cells or Iba1-positive 
cells, as identified via immunohistochemical analysis. At later intervals post-injection (greater than 50 dpi) A53T SynGFP inclusions are more 
likely found in GFAP-positive cells than Iba1-positive or NeuN-positive cells. Cells identified as Iba1-positive are unlikely to contain A53T SynGFP 
inclusions regardless of the post-injection interval, although a preference for the later interval is observed. NeuN = gray line, GFAP = green line, 
and Iba1 = blue line. e Group data shows that the cell-type dependence of A53T SynGFP inclusions varies in accordance with days post injection 
(dpi) (two-way ANOVA (interaction F(2,30) = 19.15), (Early vs. Late F(1, 30) = 0.9875), (cell type F(2,30) = 22.71), p < 0.0001, p = 0.3283, and p < 0.0001 
respectively; Sidak’s multiple comparisons test, at early intervals there are more NeuN-positive inclusions bearing cells than at late intervals: 
p = 0.0029, at early intervals there are less GFAP-positive inclusion bearing cells than at late intervals: p < 0.0001, and there is no difference in the 
percentage Iba1-positive inclusions cells at the early and late timepoint: p = 0.9867; N = 6 animals per timepoint). Early intervals post-injection 
equal less than 50 days post-injection (dpi). Late intervals post-injection equal greater than 50 dpi. Mean and SEM of percentage of inclusions from 
each slice analyzed from each animal are shown at each time point. NeuN = gray, GFAP = green, and Iba1 = blue. f A53T SynGFP inclusion survival 
time is dependent on cell-type. In vivo imaging of individual cells over time showed variable rates of degeneration in inclusion-bearing cells. Based 
on morphology, neuronal and non-neuronal cell types were identified from in vivo data. Group data continues to show rapid degeneration of 
inclusions-bearing cells that are neuronal cells (median survival 7 days), however extended survival time is found in non-neuronal cells (data never 
reaches 50% survival); Mantel-cox test p < 0.0001. Neuronal cells = black, Non-neuronal cells = cyan

(See figure on next page.)
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brain areas along the descending motor pathway fol-
lowing IM PFF injection (Fig.  7j). Thus, both a pro-
gressive and region-specific spread of A53T SynGFP 
inclusions was observed (Fig.  7h–j), providing sup-
port for the hypothesis that alpha-synuclein inclusions 
spread trans-synaptically through neuroanatomically 
connected pathways in a time-dependent manner.

Discussion
We have developed a new transgenic mouse model of 
synucleinopathy that expresses human A53T SynGFP 
under control of the mouse prion protein promoter 
in a majority of cortical neurons. Our characteriza-
tion and study of this line demonstrates that it exhibits 
several distinct advantages over other, currently avail-
able, mouse models. This model demonstrates very rapid 
development of PFF-induced alpha-synuclein pathology 
in the cortex and the subsequent accelerated cell death 
of inclusion-bearing cells (Fig.  4). This new model ena-
bled rigorous investigation of the initial location of Lewy 

pathology formation and propagation in the living brain. 
These findings strongly suggest that aggregation begins 
in axonal structures with retrograde propagation to the 
cell body (Fig. 5). We also found that somatic aggregated 
alpha-synuclein inclusions developed rapidly in neurons. 
However, as time since PFF injection progressed, we saw 
a transition to inclusions forming in non-neuronal cells, 
which were predominantly astrocytes. These astrocytes 
survived much longer after inclusion formation than neu-
rons (Fig. 6). This model also allowed us to study periph-
eral to central nervous system spread of Lewy pathology 
after PFF injection into hind limb muscle. These experi-
ments clearly showed evidence of retrograde spread of 
Lewy pathology through known neuroanatomically con-
nected pathways in the motor system in a time-depend-
ent manner (Fig. 7).

Retrograde intraneuronal propagation of Lewy pathology
The direction of Lewy pathology propagation has been the 
subject of intensive investigation. Evidence for both antero-
grade [2, 42] and retrograde [9, 10, 28, 79] spread has been 

(See figure on next page.)
Fig. 7 Peripheral intramuscular (IM) injection data showing time-dependent and progressive spread of alpha-synuclein inclusions through known 
neuroanatomically connected pathways. a–c A53T SynGFP inclusions appear specifically in motor regions of interest (ROI) in a time-dependent 
manner. Fixed tissue images of representative brain sections along the rostral-caudal axis. a Representative cortex section that includes the 
primary motor cortex (motor ROI, pink square) and the somatosensory barrel cortex (control ROI, white square). b Representative midbrain section 
that includes cerebral peduncle and the zona incerta (motor ROI, blue square) and the primary somatosensory area (control ROI, white square). 
c Representative pons section that includes cerebral peduncle and the medial lemniscus (motor ROI, green square) and primary visual cortex 
(control ROI, white square). At the 4-month time point, A53T SynGFP inclusions are visible in motor ROI in the pons (c″) and to a lesser extent in 
the midbrain (b″), but are not detectablef in the cortex (a″) or in any of the corresponding control ROI (a′–c′). Scale bar 1 mm in a–c and 100 µm 
in a′–c′ and a″–c″. d–f A53T SynGFP inclusions appear specifically in motor regions of interest (ROI) in a time-dependent manner. Fixed tissue 
images of representative brain sections along the rostral-caudal axis. d Representative cortex section that includes the primary motor cortex 
(motor ROI, pink square) and the somatosensory barrel cortex (control ROI, white square). e Representative midbrain section that includes cerebral 
peduncle and the zona incerta (motor ROI, blue square) and the primary somatosensory area (control ROI, white square). f Representative pons 
section that includes cerebral peduncle and the medial lemniscus (motor ROI, green square) and primary visual cortex (control ROI, white square). 
At the 8-month time point, A53T SynGFP inclusions are visible in all motor ROI along the rostral caudal axis (d″–f″) but are not visible in any of the 
corresponding control ROI (d′–f′). Scale bar 1 mm in a–c and 100 µm in a′–c′ and a″–c″. g Schematic showing the rostral to caudal locations of 
serial brain sections analyzed for each animal. Specific sections were chosen based on the presence of a motor region of interest (ROI). Motor ROI 
were determined based on known descending motor pathways in the cortex (pink square), midbrain (blue square), and pons (green square). The 
specific ROI were chosen because they encompass white matter tracts and nuclei within the lateral descending motor pathways, specifically the 
lateral corticospinal tract and the rubrospinal tract. These tracts begin in the primary motor cortex or red nucleus, respectively, and terminate in the 
lower motor neurons of the anterior gray horn of the spinal cord. Both tracts are connected to the site of PFF injection in the gastrocnemius muscle 
through multiple synaptic connections, thereby representing sites of retrograde trans-synaptic spread. h Quantification of SynGFP inclusions in 
each region of interest (ROI) at each time point (months post-injection (mpi). Density of inclusions in each ROI  (mm2) was calculated in ImageJ 
using particle analysis. ROI equaled the motor (m) or control (c) area in each brain region (cortex, midbrain, pons) at each timepoint (4 vs. 8 mpi). 
Group data shows that the density of inclusions was significantly different in the motor ROI in all brain areas at 4 and 8mpi, but control ROI did not 
differ at 4 and 8mpi (one-way ANOVA F(11,138) = 43.55), p < 0.0001; Sidak’s multiple comparisons test, 4 vs. 8 mpi motor ROI (m): cortex, midbrain, 
pons p < 0.0001 for all 3, 4 vs. 8 mpi control ROI: cortex, midbrain, pons p > 0.9999 for all 3; N = 6–20 ROIs/3–4 animals per group. Mean and SEM of 
the density of inclusions in each group are shown in Additional file 3: Table S3. Cortex = pink, midbrain = blue, and pons = green. i At 4mpi there 
was a significant difference between the motor and control ROI in the pons alone, indicating trans-synaptic spread only to the most caudal brain 
section. Sidak’s multiple comparisons test, motor vs. control in cortex, midbrain, and pons: p > 0.9999, p = 0.1287, p = 0.0126, respectively. Mean and 
SEM of the density of inclusions in each group are shown in Additional file 3: Table S3. Cortex = pink, midbrain = blue, and pons = green. j At 8mpi 
there was a significant difference between motor and control ROI in each section along the rostral-caudal axis indicating progressive trans-synaptic 
spread through connected brain areas along the descending motor pathway following IM PFF injection. Sidak’s multiple comparisons test, motor 
vs. control in cortex, midbrain, and pons: p < 0.0001 for all 3. Mean and SEM of the density of inclusions in each group are shown in Additional file 3: 
Table S3. Cortex = pink, midbrain = blue, and pons = green
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found in human disease tissue at autopsy, suggesting that 
both possibilities can occur. Modeling Lewy pathology 
in rodents has also suggested that spreading can occur in 
both the anterograde and retrograde direction [52], and 
several groups have suggested that retrograde spread may 
be the predominant mode [50, 59], especially initially [52]. 
However, a fundamental issue with cross-sectional analy-
sis of pathology propagation, either in human disease or 
mouse model tissue, is the difficulty of extrapolating the 
time course of events for a particular cell from changes in 
group averages over time. The ability to use in  vivo mul-
tiphoton imaging in our system allows us to perform longi-
tudinal analyses of individual neurons in the mouse cortex 
during the entire time course of Lewy pathology formation 
and propagation in this new model system. In an analysis 
of > 700 cortical cells using this approach, our data clearly 
showed that the dominant mode of propagation starts 
with aggregation in axons and then spreads in a continu-
ous and retrograde fashion to the soma. It was often pos-
sible to predict the future development of a somatic Lewy 
inclusion in a particular neuron several days before the 

somatic inclusion appeared because the axonal inclusion 
eventually approached its parent soma. From that point 
on somatic inclusion formation developed in a stereotyped 
fashion, with soluble alpha-synuclein clearing from the 
nucleus and then forming aggregates in the soma over the 
course of ~ 24  h (Additional file  12: Fig. S9). Importantly, 
in our analysis we never detected evidence of spread from 
the soma into the axon, suggesting that if this does occur 
in our model, it must occur at a very low rate. Certain pre-
vious work in human tissue analyzing the pattern of Lewy 
pathology propagation suggested that spread does occur 
primarily in a retrograde fashion [79–81], and our work is 
consistent with this hypothesis. This suggests that a specific 
species of alpha-synuclein, competent to seed the forma-
tion of Lewy pathology, is first taken up by neurons some-
where along the axon or in the presynaptic terminal. This 
“seed,” presumably a small, fibrillar form of alpha-synuclein, 
then recruits endogenous alpha-synuclein in the axonal 
compartment to begin the process of inclusion formation, 
which then spreads retrogradely back to the soma. Identi-
fying the exact nature of this seed, how it first enters into 
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axons, and how it then is capable of recruiting endogenous 
alpha-synuclein to form neuritic Lewy pathology will be 
important for future studies. The A53T SynGFP mouse 
model we have created will be useful in these endeavors.

Peripheral to central nervous system propagation
Braak and colleagues were the first to suggest that Lewy 
pathology may form in the peripheral nervous system 
and then propagate centrally [9, 10] based on the analysis 
of human pathological tissue at various stages of disease. 
In these studies, the enteric nervous system and olfactory 
system were proposed as routes of entry into the CNS 
[28]. Recent work using PFFs to model Lewy pathology 
spread from either the peripheral olfactory or enteric 
nervous systems has shown conflicting results, with 
some groups unable to demonstrate robust and progres-
sive peripheral-to-central transmission starting either in 
the peripheral olfactory epithelium [51] or enteric nerv-
ous system [31, 49, 82], and another showing that under 
certain circumstances such transmission is possible from 
the enteric nervous system [34]. In contrast, peripheral 
transmission from muscle PFF injections into spinal cord 
and brainstem motor structures has been reported [63], 
and we have also reproduced this result. In addition, 
our A53T SynGFP model has the advantage that within 
8 months after intramuscular PFF injection Lewy pathol-
ogy had spread further into the motor system, including 
the motor cortex. We interpret these findings as strongly 
suggesting that cell-to-cell propagation in this system is 
primarily through trans-synaptic spread, and that other 
putative mechanisms, such as transport by circulating 
microglia [37, 64, 69] or movement in the extracellular 
space [15, 39, 55] are less likely. This is the most parsimo-
nious explanation for how pathology can progressively 
spread from muscle to spinal cord, to motor brainstem, 
and to motor cortex over time. Our model may be use-
ful in future studies that aim to understand the molecular 
and cell biological basis for trans-synaptic spread.

One particular question of interest in relation to the 
trans-synaptic spread and retrograde propagation of 
Lewy pathology that we detect in our A53T SynGFP 
model after alpha-synuclein PFF injection is whether 
other, non-PFF-based models of progressive alpha-
synuclein aggregation exhibit similar mechanisms. Sub-
stantial work has been done characterizing progressive, 
potentially trans-synaptic, spread of alpha-synuclein 
aggregation after oral exposure of rodents to the neuro-
toxin BSSG [32, 33, 73] and formation of aggregates in 
dopamine neurons after administration of bacterial LPS 
with LPS-simulated autologous macrophages [67]. It 
will be important in future studies to determine whether 
these relevant, toxin-induced forms of parkinsonism use 
similar trans-synaptic and retrograde Lewy pathology 

propagation mechanisms. Combining the A53T SynGFP 
model with these toxin-based induction models could 
directly address these questions.

Astrocyte alpha‑synuclein inclusion pathology
Our model demonstrates that within days after injection 
of PFFs into cortex, neurons begin to form Lewy inclu-
sions. Once a neuron has formed an inclusion, however, 
it degenerates within several days to weeks. This pattern 
is accelerated in time course, but in general is consistent 
with our previous work studying Lewy pathology forma-
tion and consequences in  vivo in a WT SynGFP mouse 
model [54]. After this first phase of primarily neuronal 
inclusion formation, the A53T SynGFP mouse devel-
oped alpha-synuclein aggregates in astrocytes and to a 
lesser extent, microglia. The presence of alpha-synuclein 
inclusions in astrocytes and microglia is not new. Several 
groups have shown that glial inclusions are present in 
human PD and DLB tissue, including subjects with SNCA 
gene triplication [11, 14, 25, 48, 78, 85] and following 
intracerebral injection of PFFs in the hippocampus [62] 
and striatum [71] and in a variety of transgenic mouse 
models [77]. Interestingly, the astrocytes bearing inclu-
sions survive much longer than neurons bearing inclu-
sions in A53T SynGFP mice. This astrocyte pathology may 
represent the seeding of inclusion formation within astro-
cytes, as occurs in neurons, or may be the result of phago-
cytic activity by these cell types that are clearing debris 
from stressed or dying inclusion-bearing neurons [1, 38, 
41, 87]. Our current studies cannot distinguish between 
these two possibilities, but the delayed time course of 
astrocyte inclusion formation, the fact that few astrocytes 
express transgenic alpha-synuclein before PFF injection, 
and previous work by others showing in vitro and ex vivo 
neuron to astrocyte transfer of alpha-synuclein [43], sug-
gest to us that the phagocytic functions of these cells may 
contribute to astrocyte inclusions. Therefore, it is possi-
ble that there are different mechanisms responsible for 
inclusion formation and pathological spread depending 
on the cell type involved and time since the initial seeding 
event. It is necessary to more thoroughly explore the role 
of glial cells, in particular astrocytes, in this process [72]. 
The A53T SynGFP model may be useful for future studies 
to understand the mechanisms of neuronal cell death and 
the contribution glial cells play in either limiting or exac-
erbating Lewy pathology.

In summary, we have developed a novel A53T SynGFP 
model that is particularly useful for studies of alpha-
synuclein aggregation and propagation in the mamma-
lian nervous system. Initial characterization of this model 
has provided clues to long-standing questions in the field, 
including direct evidence for retrograde axonal spread 
of Lewy pathology within neurons, and progressive 
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trans-synaptic spread between neurons that can start in 
the peripheral nervous system and propagate into the 
CNS. This makes the A53T SynGFP model a useful new 
tool to expand our understanding of the mechanisms 
involved in aggregation and propagation of alpha-synu-
clein and to test how disease-specific mechanisms can be 
targeted therapeutically in the future.

Supplementary information
Supplementary information accompanies this paper at https ://doi.
org/10.1186/s4047 8-020-01026 -0.

Additional file 1: Table S1. Key Resources Table. All key resources are 
listed in the table above. Research Resource Identifiers (RRIDs) were 
available for all antibodies, along with the specialty assays, and software 
used. In addition, key reagents, dyes and the A53T SynGFP mouse line 
characterized in this manuscript are listed.

Additional file 2: Table S2. A53T SynGFP mice show both intra and 
inter-animal variability in the number and density of inclusions formed. A 
total of six A53T SynGFP mice were tracked in this study (1-6). The number 
and location of the specific areas visualized differed from mouse to mouse 
and was based on the initial injection site and the clarity of the individual 
cranial windows. Total number of areas imaged, total number of inclusions 
per animal, average number of inclusions per area (mean (SEM)) and aver-
age density (inclusions/mm3) (mean (SEM)) are shown for each mouse in 
rows 2-7. Group data is shown in row 8.

Additional file 3: Table S3. Mean and SEM group data following Intra-
muscular PFF injection. A total of 8 A53T SynGFP mice were included in 
this analysis, with 3-4 animals per group. Regions of interest (ROIs) were 
determined for 12 groups consisting of 3 brain areas (cortex, midbrain, 
pons) in in two conditions (motor and control), at 2 timepoints (4 and 8 
months4- and 8-months post-injection (mpi)). The number and location of 
the specific ROIs differed from mouse to mouse based on subtle variations 
in serial sectioning. The number of regions of interest (ROIs) analyzed, 
the mean, and SEM of the density of inclusions in each ROI (mm2) are 
included in columns 2-4.

Additional file 4: Figure S1. Electron Micrographs and CLEM images 
show that A53T SynGFP localizes to presynaptic terminals in the striatum 
and cortex. a DAB/p-129 alpha-synuclein from the striatum of a SynGFP 
mouse. DAB labeling is present in presynaptic terminals surrounding 
synaptic vesicle structures. Scale bar 500 nm. b Inset from Fig. S1a dem-
onstrating an example of DAB/p-129 alpha-synuclein labeled vesicles in 
a nerve terminal (NT) making an asymmetrical synaptic contact (arrow) 
onto an underlying dendritic spine (SP). Scale bar 500 nm. c Electron 
Microscopy (EM) image from CLEM processed tissue from the cortex of 
a SynGFP mouse. Scale bar 500 nm. d Inset from Fig. S1c showing two 
nerve terminals (NT) making asymmetrical synaptic contacts (arrows) 
onto a dendrite (DEND). Scale bar 500 nm. e The same EM image as Fig. 
S1c with an overlay of the fluorescent SynGFP signal captured from the 
same location using MAPS software creating a Correlated Light and 
Electron Microscopy (CLEM) image. SynGFP image localizes to vesicles in 
presynaptic terminals. Scale bar 500 nm. f Inset from Fig. S1e depicting a 
CLEM image of the same location shown in Fig. S1d with co-localization 
of the fluorescent SynGFP signal with vesicles in two nerve terminals (NT) 
making asymmetrical synaptic contacts (arrows) onto a dendrite (DEND). 
Scale bar 500 nm.

Additional file 5: Figure S2. PFF injection into Thy1-GFP transgenic 
mice does not induce GFP-positive Lewy pathology. a Top: PFF injection 
into A53T SynGFP Tg mice induces robust GFP-positive Lewy pathology 
40 days post-injection that colocalizes well with the established Lewy 
marker pSyn. Bottom: PFF injection into GFP-only Tg mice induces less 
robust pSyn-positive Lewy pathololgy 4 months post-injection that does 
not colocalize well with GFP, demonstrating that it is composed of endog-
enous mouse alpha-synuclein. Scale bar 50 µm. b Left: A single A53T 
SynGFP Lewy inclusion shown at different planes in the Z-axis. Middle: 

Inclusion from a GFP-only animal shown in similar fashion. Right: Group 
data of Lewy pathology in A53T SynGFP Tg and GFP-only Tg mice, limited 
to neurons that express the respective transgene, shows a high level of 
colocalization between GFP fluorescence and pSyn only in A53T Syn-GFP 
animals (Pearson’s coefficient: A53T SynGFP-pSyn 0.81 ± 0.05%, GFP-pSyn: 
0.25 ± 0.06; unpaired t test p < 0.0001; N = 3-5 cells/3 animals per group), 
demonstrating that even within neurons that have endogenous mouse 
alpha-synuclein inclusions and that express the GFP-only transgene, there 
is no incorporation of GFP into the inclusion. Scale bar 5 µm.

Additional file 6: Figure S3. Cortical Lewy pathology induced by PFF 
injection into A53T SynGFP mice is associated with cell death. a Left: WT 
mouse cortex at postnatal day 10, when developmental programmed cell 
death is known to occur, shows TUNEL positive cells with no aggregated 
pSyn Lewy pathology (positive control). Middle: A53T SynGFP cortex 
40 days post-PFF injection shows TUNEL positive cells bearing somatic 
pSyn Lewy inclusions. Inset highlights example shown in yellow rectangle 
at higher magnification. Right: Uninjected A53T SynGFP cortex shows 
no TUNEL positive cells and no somatic Lewy pathology. Several nuclei 
are enriched with pSyn staining. Scale bar 50 µm. b Group data show-
ing percent of nuclei that are TUNEL positive in each group (P10-11: 
0.87 ± 0.41%, A53T SynGFP + PFF: 0.63 ± 0.39%, A53T SynGFP: 0.0 ± 0.0%; 
one-way ANOVA (F(2, 12) = 7.035, p = 0.0095), post hoc Tukey tests: P10-11 
vs. A53T SynGFP + PFF p = 0.5153, P10-11 vs. A53T SynGFP p = 0.0096, 
A53T SynGFP + PFF vs. A53T SynGFP p = 0.0319; N = 4-7 ROIs/2-3 animals 
per group).

Additional file 7: Figure S4. PFF but not monomeric alpha-synuclein 
injection into mouse brain induces Lewy pathology. a Monomer or PFF 
striatal injections were done in A53T SynGFP animals at 5-8 months-old, 
with sacrifice 9 months later (14-17 months old). Brain sections were 
processed for DAB immunohistochemistry, labeling pSyn-positive Lewy 
pathology. Top row: Monomer injections showed background pSyn 
labeling in striatum, subcortical white matter, and motor cortex, demon-
strating no detectable Lewy pathology due to spontaneous formation 
or induced by injection of monomeric alpha-synuclein. Bottom row: In 
contrast, PFF injections demonstrated robust formation of pSyn-positive 
dystrophic neurites and cells, indicative of Lewy pathology, in the striatum, 
subcortical white matter, and motor cortex. b Group data shows a signifi-
cant increase in pSyn intensity in each indicated brain region in PFF versus 
monomer injections (two-way ANOVA (interaction F(2, 48) = 11.39), (brain 
region F(2, 48) = 19.99), (monomer vs. PFF F(1, 48) = 295.0), p < 0.0001 for 
all three; Sidak’s multiple comparisons test, monomer vs. PFF: striatum, 
subcortical white matter, and cortex p < 0.0001 for all three; N = 9 ROIs/3 
animals per group).

Additional file 8: Figure S5. A53T SynGFP aggregates appear first in 
presumed axons (Video). a Video showing in vivo multiphoton 3D projec-
tion of serial images of the same neuron at progressive time points after 
PFF injection. The orientation of the neuron in the video can be viewed 
at 0:00:03. At this timepoint the pial surface is at the top of the image and 
the axon can be seen pointing down towards the deeper cortical layers 
(still image shown in Fig. 5). A53T SynGFP aggregates (increased GFP 
intensity shown in green) form first in the axon and predict formation of a 
somatic inclusion in this neuron.

Additional file 9: Figure S6. A53T SynGFP inclusions are present in 
neuritic structures but do not co-localize with tested axonal or dendritic 
markers. a Maximum intensity projection of a neuritic inclusion and anti-
neurofilament antibody stain (SMI312). Scale bar 5 µm. b The vast majority 
of neurites are not recognized by either the anti-neurofilament stain 
(SMI312), or the anti-MAP2 stain (MAP2), although significant increase in 
staining in some SMI312-positive axons was found compared to MAP2-
positive dendrites (Chi-square (1) = 3.932, p = 0.0474, N = 110 neurites).

Additional file 10: Figure S7. Syn-mRuby PFFs transported along axons. 
Cartoon, adapted from Paxinos [58], depicting the location of Syn-mRuby 
PFFs (red objects) relative to injection site (arrow head) over 4 weeks. 
Insets: Fixed tissue fluorescent images of Syn-mRuby signal along appar-
ent axons (arrows). Scale bar 20 µm.

Additional file 11: Figure S8. A53T SynGFP inclusions appear in 
TMEM119-positive cells at a similar percentage as Iba1-positive cells. a 

https://doi.org/10.1186/s40478-020-01026-0
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Example A53T SynGFP inclusion in a TMEM119-positive cell. The morphol-
ogy of the TMEM119-positive inclusions was variable. However, a larger 
number of TMEM119-positive SynGFP inclusions did co-stained with pSyn, 
unlike the Iba1-positive SynGFP inclusions (Fig. 6c) Scale bar 10 µm. b 
Group data shows that the cell-type dependence of A53T SynGFP inclu-
sions does not differ in Iba1-postive and TMEM119-positive cells (two-way 
ANOVA (interaction F(1,20) = 0.5451), (Early vs. Late F(1, 20) = 3.044), (cell 
type F(1,20) = 2.056), p = 0.4689, p = 0.0964, and p = 0.1670, respectively; 
N = 6 animals per timepoint). Early intervals post-injection equal less than 
50 days post-injection (dpi). Late intervals post-injection equal greater 
than 50 dpi. Mean and SEM of percentage of inclusions from each slice 
analyzed from each animal are shown at each timepoint. Iba1 = blue and 
TMEM119 = black. c Example of a large SynGFP-positive aggregate being 
engulfed by the process of a TMEM119-positive microglia. These large 
SynGFP-positive aggregates were not classified as inclusions in our analy-
sis because they were not associated with a single DAPI-positive nucleus 
and instead appeared to be free in the neuropil. Scale bar 10 µm.

Additional file 12: Figure S9. Somatic inclusions form quickly and devel-
oped in a rather stereotyped fashion. In vivo multiphoton image showing 
serial sections of the same neuron at different depths within a single 
stack at 2 consecutive days after PFF injection. A53T SynGFP aggregates 
form first as a small punctum in the likely axon and predicts formation of 
a somatic inclusion in this neuron. Small puncta (white arrow) increases 
intensity (day 8) as the homogenous fluorescent signal in the cell body 
(yellow arrow) clears and begins to form a mature somatic inclusion.

Acknowledgements
We would like to thank Sue Aicher and Stefanie Kaech Petrie for helpful dis-
cussions, Melissa Williams, Jessica Riesterer, Maria Borisovska, Jo Hill, and Jerry 
Bohlen for technical assistance, Lev Federov and the OHSU Transgenic Mouse 
Model Core for generation of A53T SynGFP mice, David Borchelt (University of 
Florida) for the mouse Prion Protein promoter (MoPrp.Xho) construct, William 
Klunk (University of Pittsburgh) for the X-34, the Aicher Lab and Meshul Lab 
for EM/CLEM training, and both the OHSU Multiscale Microscopy Core and the 
Advance Light Microscopy Core for technical support and training, This work 
was supported in part by the NIH (Grants NS102227 (VKU), NS096190 (VKU), 
NS061800 (VKU), T32AG055378 (AJS), F32EY029974 (PCK), Collins Medical Trust 
Grants (AJS, VKU), an American Speech-Language Hearing Foundation New 
Investigator Grant (AJS), an OHSU SOM Research Core Initiative Grant (AJS), 
the American Parkinson Disease Association (VKU), and by Merit Review #I01 
BX000552 and #I01 BX001643 (CKM) from the United States (U.S.) Department 
of Veterans Affairs Biomedical Laboratory Research and Development. The 
contents do not represent the views of the U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs 
or the United States Government.

Authors’ contributions
Conceptualization, VKU and AJS; Methodology, AJS, CSL, CKM and VKU; Formal 
analysis, AJS, TLS, LJW, PCK, and VKU; Investigation, AJS, TLS, LJW, PCK, VRO, 
CKM, and VKU; Resources, CSL, DWD, KCL, CKM and RLW; Writing – original 
draft, AJS; Writing – review & editing, AJS, TLS, LJW, PCK, CSL, DWD, KCL, CKM 
and VKU; Visualization, AJS, TLS, LJW, PCK, VRO, CSL, CKM, RLW and VKU; Super-
vision, AJS, CSL, CKM, and VKU; Project administration, AJS and VKU; Funding 
acquisition, AJS, PCK, CKM, and VKU. All authors read and approved the final 
manuscript.

Author details
1 Department of Neurology and Jungers Center for Neurosciences Research, 
Oregon Health and Science University, Portland, OR 97239, USA. 2 Vollum 
Institute, Oregon Health and Science University, Portland, OR 97239, USA. 
3 Multiscale Microscopy Core, Oregon Health and Science University, Portland, 
OR 97239, USA. 4 Department of Neuroscience, Mayo Clinic, Jacksonville, FL 
32224, USA. 5 Department of Pathology and Laboratory Medicine, Institute 
on Aging and Center for Neurodegenerative Disease Research, University 
of Pennsylvania Perelman School of Medicine, Philadelphia, PA 19104, USA. 
6 Research Services, Veterans Affairs Medical Center, Portland, OR 97239, 
USA. 7 Department of Behavioral Neuroscience, Oregon Health and Science 
University, Portland, OR 97239, USA. 8 Department of Pathology, Oregon 
Health and Science University, Portland, OR 97239, USA. 9 Parkinson Center, 

Department of Neurology, Oregon Health and Science University, Portland, OR 
97239, USA. 

Received: 3 July 2020   Accepted: 19 August 2020

References
 1. Abounit S, Bousset L, Loria F, Zhu S, Chaumont F, Pieri L, Olivo-Marin J, 

Melki R, Zurzolo C (2016) Tunneling nanotubes spread fibrillar α-synuclein 
by intercellular trafficking of lysosomes. EMBO J 35:2120–2138. https ://
doi.org/10.15252 /embj.20159 3411

 2. Adler CH, Beach TG (2016) Neuropathological basis of nonmotor mani-
festations of Parkinson’s disease. Mov Disord 31:1114–1119. https ://doi.
org/10.1002/mds.26605 

 3. Aguzzi A, Rajendran L (2009) The transcellular spread of cytosolic amy-
loids, prions, and prionoids. Neuron 64:783–790. https ://doi.org/10.1016/j.
neuro n.2009.12.016

 4. Angot E, Brundin P (2009) Dissecting the potential molecular mecha-
nisms underlying α-synuclein cell-to-cell transfer in Parkinson’s disease. 
Parkinsonism Relat Disord 15:S143–S147. https ://doi.org/10.1016/S1353 
-8020(09)70802 -8

 5. Angot E, Steiner JA, Lema Tomé CM, Ekström P, Mattsson B, Björklund 
A, Brundin P (2012) Alpha-synuclein cell-to-cell transfer and seeding in 
grafted dopaminergic neurons in vivo. PLoS ONE 7:e39465. https ://doi.
org/10.1371/journ al.pone.00394 65

 6. Bartels T, Choi JG, Selkoe DJ (2011) α-Synuclein occurs physiologically as 
a helically folded tetramer that resists aggregation. Nature 477:107–111. 
https ://doi.org/10.1038/natur e1032 4

 7. Benskey MJ, Perez RG, Manfredsson FP (2016) The contribution of alpha 
synuclein to neuronal survival and function - Implications for Parkinson’s 
disease. J Neurochem 137:331–359. https ://doi.org/10.1111/jnc.13570 

 8. Borchelt DR, Davis J, Fischer M, Lee MK, Slunt HH, Ratovitsky T, Regard J, 
Copeland NG, Jenkins NA, Sisodia SS, Price DL (1996) A vector for express-
ing foreign genes in the brains and hearts of transgenic mice. Genet Anal 
13:159–163

 9. Braak H, Ghebremedhin E, Rüb U, Bratzke H, Del Tredici K (2004) Stages in 
the development of Parkinson’s disease-related pathology. Cell Tissue Res 
318:121–134

 10. Braak H, Rüb U, Gai WP, Del Tredici K (2003) Idiopathic Parkinson’s disease: 
possible routes by which vulnerable neuronal types may be subject to 
neuroinvasion by an unknown pathogen. J Neural Transm 110:517–536. 
https ://doi.org/10.1007/s0070 2-002-0808-2

 11. Braak H, Sastre M, Del Tredici K (2007) Development of alpha-synuclein 
immunoreactive astrocytes in the forebrain parallels stages of intra-
neuronal pathology in sporadic Parkinson’s disease. Acta Neuropathol 
114:231–241. https ://doi.org/10.1007/s0040 1-007-0244-3

 12. Brahic M, Bousset L, Bieri G, Melki R, Gitler AD (2016) Axonal transport 
and secretion of fibrillar forms of α-synuclein, Aβ42 peptide and HTTExon 
1. Acta Neuropathol 131:539–548. https ://doi.org/10.1007/s0040 
1-016-1538-0

 13. Brundin P, Li J-Y, Holton JL, Lindvall O, Revesz T (2008) Research in motion: 
the enigma of Parkinson’s disease pathology spread. Nat Rev Neurosci 
9:741–745. https ://doi.org/10.1038/nrn24 77

 14. Croisier E, Graeber MB (2006) Glial degeneration and reactive gliosis in 
alpha-synucleinopathies: the emerging concept of primary gliodegen-
eration. Acta Neuropathol 112:517–530

 15. Danzer KM, Kranich LR, Ruf WP, Cagsal-Getkin O, Winslow AR, Zhu L, 
Vanderburg CR, McLean PJ (2012) Exosomal cell-to-cell transmission 
of alpha synuclein oligomers. Mol Neurodegener 7:42. https ://doi.
org/10.1186/1750-1326-7-42

 16. Danzer KM, Krebs SK, Wolff M, Birk G, Hengerer B (2009) Seeding 
induced by α-synuclein oligomers provides evidence for spreading of 
α-synuclein pathology. J Neurochem 111:192–203. https ://doi.org/10.111
1/j.1471-4159.2009.06324 .x

 17. Danzer KM, Ruf WP, Putcha P, Joyner D, Hashimoto T, Glabe C, Hyman 
BT, McLean PJ (2011) Heat-shock protein 70 modulates toxic extracel-
lular α-synuclein oligomers and rescues trans-synaptic toxicity. FASEB J 
25:326–336. https ://doi.org/10.1096/fj.10-16462 4

https://doi.org/10.15252/embj.201593411
https://doi.org/10.15252/embj.201593411
https://doi.org/10.1002/mds.26605
https://doi.org/10.1002/mds.26605
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.neuron.2009.12.016
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.neuron.2009.12.016
https://doi.org/10.1016/S1353-8020(09)70802-8
https://doi.org/10.1016/S1353-8020(09)70802-8
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0039465
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0039465
https://doi.org/10.1038/nature10324
https://doi.org/10.1111/jnc.13570
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00702-002-0808-2
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00401-007-0244-3
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00401-016-1538-0
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00401-016-1538-0
https://doi.org/10.1038/nrn2477
https://doi.org/10.1186/1750-1326-7-42
https://doi.org/10.1186/1750-1326-7-42
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1471-4159.2009.06324.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1471-4159.2009.06324.x
https://doi.org/10.1096/fj.10-164624


Page 21 of 23Schaser et al. acta neuropathol commun           (2020) 8:150  

 18. Desplats P, Lee H-J, Bae E-J, Patrick C, Rockenstein E, Crews L, Spencer 
B, Masliah E, Lee S-J (2009) Inclusion formation and neuronal cell death 
through neuron-to-neuron transmission of alpha-synuclein. Proc Natl 
Acad Sci U S A 106:13010–13015. https ://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.09036 
91106 

 19. Ebrahimi-Fakhari D, Cantuti-Castelvetri I, Fan Z, Rockenstein E, Masliah 
E, Hyman BT, McLean PJ, Unni VK (2011) Distinct roles in vivo for the 
ubiquitin-proteasome system and the autophagy-lysosomal pathway in 
the degradation of α-synuclein. J Neurosci 31:14508–14520. https ://doi.
org/10.1523/JNEUR OSCI.1560-11.2011

 20. Freundt EC, Maynard N, Clancy EK, Roy S, Bousset L, Sourigues Y, Covert 
M, Melki R, Kirkegaard K, Brahic M (2012) Neuron-to-neuron transmission 
of α-synuclein fibrils through axonal transport. Ann Neurol 72:517–524. 
https ://doi.org/10.1002/ana.23747 

 21. Frost B, Diamond MI (2009) Prion-like mechanisms in neurodegenerative 
diseases. Nat Rev Neurosci 11:155. https ://doi.org/10.1038/nrn27 86

 22. Goedert M, Jakes R, Spillantini MG (2017) The synucleinopathies: twenty 
years on. J Parkinsons Dis 7:S53–S71

 23. Goedert M, Spillantini MG, Del Tredici K, Braak H (2013) 100 years of Lewy 
pathology. Nat Rev Neurol 9:13–24

 24. Grayson M (2016) Parkinson’s disease. Nature 538:S1
 25. Gwinn-Hardy K, Mehta ND, Farrer M, Maraganore D, Muenter M, Yen 

SH, Hardy J, Dickson DW (2000) Distinctive neuropathology revealed 
by α-synuclein antibodies in hereditary parkonsonism and dementia 
linked to chromosome 4p. Acta Neuropathol 99:663–672. https ://doi.
org/10.1007/s0040 10051 177

 26. Hansen C, Angot E, Bergström A-L, Steiner JA, Pieri L, Paul G, Outeiro TF, 
Melki R, Kallunki P, Fog K, Li J-Y, Brundin P (2011) α-Synuclein propagates 
from mouse brain to grafted dopaminergic neurons and seeds aggrega-
tion in cultured human cells. J Clin Invest 121:715–725. https ://doi.
org/10.1172/JCI43 366

 27. Hasegawa T, Kobayashi J, Ishiyama S (2020) Emerging disease-modifying 
strategies targeting α-synuclein in Parkinson’s disease. Brain Nerve 
72:143–150. https ://doi.org/10.11477 /mf.14162 01494 

 28. Hawkes CH, Del Tredici K, Braak H (2007) Parkinson’s disease: a dual-hit 
hypothesis. Neuropathol Appl Neurobiol 33:599–614. https ://doi.org/10.1
111/j.1365-2990.2007.00874 .x

 29. Henderson MX, Cornblath EJ, Darwich A, Zhang B, Brown H, Gathagan 
RJ, Sandler RM, Bassett DS, Trojanowski JQ, Lee VMY (2019) Spread of 
α-synuclein pathology through the brain connectome is modulated by 
selective vulnerability and predicted by network analysis. Nat Neurosci 
22:1248–1257. https ://doi.org/10.1038/s4159 3-019-0457-5

 30. Henderson MX, Trojanowski JQ, Lee VMY (2019) α-Synuclein pathology 
in Parkinson’s disease and related α-synucleinopathies. Neurosci Lett 
709:134316

 31. Holmqvist S, Chutna O, Bousset L, Aldrin-Kirk P, Li W, Björklund T, Wang 
Z-Y, Roybon L, Melki R, Li J-Y (2014) Direct evidence of Parkinson pathol-
ogy spread from the gastrointestinal tract to the brain in rats. Acta 
Neuropathol 128:805–820. https ://doi.org/10.1007/s0040 1-014-1343-6

 32. Van Kampen JM, Baranowski DC, Robertson HA, Shaw CA, Kay DG, Lewis 
P (2015) The progressive BSSG rat model of Parkinson’s: recapitulat-
ing multiple key features of the human disease. PLoS ONE. https ://doi.
org/10.1371/journ al.pone.01396 94

 33. Van Kampen JM, Robertson HA (2017) The BSSG rat model of Parkinson’s 
disease: progressing towards a valid, predictive model of disease. EPMA J 
8:261–271

 34. Kim S, Kwon SH, Kam TI, Panicker N, Karuppagounder SS, Lee S, Lee 
JH, Kim WR, Kook M, Foss CA, Shen C, Lee H, Kulkarni S, Pasricha PJ, Lee 
G, Pomper MG, Dawson VL, Dawson TM, Ko HS (2019) Transneuronal 
propagation of pathologic α-synuclein from the gut to the brain models 
Parkinson’s disease. Neuron 103:627–641.e7. https ://doi.org/10.1016/j.
neuro n.2019.05.035

 35. Lamberts JT, Hildebrandt EN, Brundin P (2015) Spreading of α-synuclein 
in the face of axonal transport deficits in Parkinson’s disease: a specula-
tive synthesis. Neurobiol Dis 77:276–283. https ://doi.org/10.1016/j.
nbd.2014.07.002

 36. Lashuel HA, Overk CR, Oueslati A, Masliah E (2013) The many faces of 
α-synuclein: from structure and toxicity to therapeutic target. Nat Rev 
Neurosci 14:38–48. https ://doi.org/10.1038/nrn34 06

 37. Lee H-J, Suk J-E, Bae E-J, Lee S-J (2008) Clearance and deposition of 
extracellular α-synuclein aggregates in microglia. Biochem Biophys Res 
Commun 372:423–428. https ://doi.org/10.1016/j.bbrc.2008.05.045

 38. Lee HJ, Suk JE, Patrick C, Bae EJ, Cho JH, Rho S, Hwang D, Masliah E, Lee 
SJ (2010) Direct transfer of α-synuclein from neuron to astroglia causes 
inflammatory responses in synucleinopathies. J Biol Chem 285:9262–
9272. https ://doi.org/10.1074/jbc.M109.08112 5

 39. Lee S-J (2008) Origins and effects of extracellular alpha-synuclein: 
implications in Parkinson’s disease. J Mol Neurosci 34:17–22. https ://doi.
org/10.1007/s1203 1-007-0012-9

 40. Leverenz JB, Hamilton R, Tsuang DW, Schantz A, Vavrek D, Larson EB, 
Kukull WA, Lopez O, Galasko D, Masliah E, Kaye J, Woltjer R, Clark C, 
Trojanowski JQ, Montine TJ (2008) Empiric refinement of the pathologic 
assessment of Lewy-related pathology in the dementia patient. Brain 
Pathol 18:220–224. https ://doi.org/10.1111/j.1750-3639.2007.00117 .x

 41. Lindström V, Gustafsson G, Sanders LH, Howlett EH, Sigvardson J, Kas-
rayan A, Ingelsson M, Bergström J, Erlandsson A (2017) Extensive uptake 
of α-synuclein oligomers in astrocytes results in sustained intracellular 
deposits and mitochondrial damage. Mol Cell Neurosci 82:143–156. https 
://doi.org/10.1016/j.mcn.2017.04.009

 42. Lionnet A, Leclair-Visonneau L, Neunlist M, Murayama S, Takao M, Adler 
CH, Derkinderen P, Beach TG (2018) Does Parkinson’s disease start in the 
gut? Acta Neuropathol. 135

 43. Loria F, Vargas JY, Bousset L, Syan S, Salles A, Melki R, Zurzolo C (2017) 
α-Synuclein transfer between neurons and astrocytes indicates that 
astrocytes play a role in degradation rather than in spreading. Acta Neu-
ropathol 134:789–808. https ://doi.org/10.1007/s0040 1-017-1746-2

 44. Luk KC, Covell DJ, Kehm VM, Zhang B, Song IY, Byrne MD, Pitkin RM, 
Decker SC, Trojanowski JQ, Lee VMY (2016) Molecular and biological 
compatibility with host alpha-synuclein influences fibril pathogenicity. 
Cell Rep 16:3373–3387. https ://doi.org/10.1016/j.celre p.2016.08.053

 45. Luk KC, Kehm V, Carroll J, Zhang B, O’Brien P, Trojanowski JQ, Lee VM-Y 
(2012) Pathological α-synuclein transmission initiates Parkinson-like 
neurodegeneration in nontransgenic mice. Science 338:949–953. https ://
doi.org/10.1126/scien ce.12271 57

 46. Luk KC, Kehm VM, Zhang B, O’Brien P, Trojanowski JQ, Lee VMY (2012) 
Intracerebral inoculation of pathological α-synuclein initiates a rapidly 
progressive neurodegenerative α-synucleinopathy in mice. J Exp Med 
209:975–986. https ://doi.org/10.1084/jem.20112 457

 47. Luk KC, Song C, O’Brien P, Stieber A, Branch JR, Brunden KR, Trojanowski 
JQ, Lee VM-Y (2009) Exogenous alpha-synuclein fibrils seed the formation 
of Lewy body-like intracellular inclusions in cultured cells. Proc Natl Acad 
Sci U S A 106:20051–20056. https ://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.09080 05106 

 48. Mahul-Mellier A-L, Burtscher J, Maharjan N, Weerens L, Croisier M, Kut-
tler F, Leleu M, Knott GW, Lashuel HA (2020) The process of Lewy body 
formation, rather than simply α-synuclein fibrillization, is one of the 
major drivers of neurodegeneration. Proc Natl Acad Sci U S A. https ://doi.
org/10.1073/pnas.19139 04117 

 49. Manfredsson FP, Luk KC, Benskey MJ, Gezer A, Garcia J, Kuhn NC, Sandoval 
IM, Patterson JR, O’Mara A, Yonkers R, Kordower JH (2018) Induction of 
alpha-synuclein pathology in the enteric nervous system of the rat and 
non-human primate results in gastrointestinal dysmotility and transient 
CNS pathology. Neurobiol Dis 112:106–118. https ://doi.org/10.1016/j.
nbd.2018.01.008

 50. Mason DM, Nouraei N, Pant DB, Miner KM, Hutchison DF, Luk KC, Stolz JF, 
Leak RK (2016) Transmission of α-synucleinopathy from olfactory struc-
tures deep into the temporal lobe. Mol Neurodegener 11:49. https ://doi.
org/10.1186/s1302 4-016-0113-4

 51. Masuda-Suzukake M, Nonaka T, Hosokawa M, Oikawa T, Arai T, Akiyama 
H, Mann DMA, Hasegawa M (2013) Prion-like spreading of pathological 
α-synuclein in brain. Brain 136:1128–1138. https ://doi.org/10.1093/brain /
awt03 7

 52. Mezias C, Rey N, Brundin P, Raj A (2020) Neural connectivity predicts 
spreading of alpha-synuclein pathology in fibril-injected mouse models: 
involvement of retrograde and anterograde axonal propagation. Neuro-
biol Dis 134:104623. https ://doi.org/10.1016/j.nbd.2019.10462 3

 53. Murray IVJ, Giasson BI, Quinn SM, Koppaka V, Axelsen PH, Ischiropoulos 
H, Trojanowski JQ, Lee VMY (2003) Role of α-synuclein carboxy-terminus 
on fibril formation in vitro. Biochemistry 42:8530–8540. https ://doi.
org/10.1021/bi027 363r

https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.0903691106
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.0903691106
https://doi.org/10.1523/JNEUROSCI.1560-11.2011
https://doi.org/10.1523/JNEUROSCI.1560-11.2011
https://doi.org/10.1002/ana.23747
https://doi.org/10.1038/nrn2786
https://doi.org/10.1007/s004010051177
https://doi.org/10.1007/s004010051177
https://doi.org/10.1172/JCI43366
https://doi.org/10.1172/JCI43366
https://doi.org/10.11477/mf.1416201494
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2990.2007.00874.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2990.2007.00874.x
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41593-019-0457-5
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00401-014-1343-6
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0139694
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0139694
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.neuron.2019.05.035
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.neuron.2019.05.035
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.nbd.2014.07.002
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.nbd.2014.07.002
https://doi.org/10.1038/nrn3406
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bbrc.2008.05.045
https://doi.org/10.1074/jbc.M109.081125
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12031-007-0012-9
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12031-007-0012-9
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1750-3639.2007.00117.x
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.mcn.2017.04.009
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.mcn.2017.04.009
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00401-017-1746-2
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.celrep.2016.08.053
https://doi.org/10.1126/science.1227157
https://doi.org/10.1126/science.1227157
https://doi.org/10.1084/jem.20112457
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.0908005106
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1913904117
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1913904117
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.nbd.2018.01.008
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.nbd.2018.01.008
https://doi.org/10.1186/s13024-016-0113-4
https://doi.org/10.1186/s13024-016-0113-4
https://doi.org/10.1093/brain/awt037
https://doi.org/10.1093/brain/awt037
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.nbd.2019.104623
https://doi.org/10.1021/bi027363r
https://doi.org/10.1021/bi027363r


Page 22 of 23Schaser et al. acta neuropathol commun           (2020) 8:150 

 54. Osterberg VR, Spinelli KJ, Weston LJ, Luk KC, Woltjer RL, Unni VK (2015) 
Progressive aggregation of alpha-synuclein and selective degeneration of 
lewy inclusion-bearing neurons in a mouse model of parkinsonism. Cell 
Rep 10:1252–1260. https ://doi.org/10.1016/j.celre p.2015.01.060

 55. Pan-Montojo F, Schwarz M, Winkler C, Arnhold M, O’Sullivan GA, Pal A, 
Said J, Marsico G, Verbavatz J-M, Rodrigo-Angulo M, Gille G, Funk RHW, 
Reichmann H (2012) Environmental toxins trigger PD-like progression via 
increased alpha-synuclein release from enteric neurons in mice. Sci Rep 
2:898. https ://doi.org/10.1038/srep0 0898

 56. Papp MI, Kahn JE, Lantos PL (1989) Glial cytoplasmic inclusions in the 
CNS of patients with multiple system atrophy (striatonigral degeneration, 
olivopontocerebellar atrophy and Shy-Drager syndrome). J Neurol Sci 
94:79–100

 57. Parievsky A, Moore C, Kamdjou T, Cepeda C, Meshul CK, Levine MS (2017) 
Differential electrophysiological and morphological alterations of thala-
mostriatal and corticostriatal projections in the R6/2 mouse model of 
Huntington’s disease. Neurobiol Dis 108:29–44. https ://doi.org/10.1016/j.
nbd.2017.07.020

 58. Parkinson J (2002) An essay on the shaking palsy. 1817. J Neuropsychiatry 
Clin Neurosci. https ://doi.org/10.1176/jnp.14.2.223

 59. Rey NL, George S, Steiner JA, Madaj Z, Luk KC, Trojanowski JQ, Lee VMYM-
Y, Brundin P (2018) Spread of aggregates after olfactory bulb injection of 
α-synuclein fibrils is associated with early neuronal loss and is reduced 
long term. Acta Neuropathol 135:65–83. https ://doi.org/10.1007/s0040 
1-017-1792-9

 60. Rey NL, Steiner JA, Maroof N, Luk KC, Madaj Z, Trojanowski JQ, Lee 
VMY, Brundin P (2016) Widespread transneuronal propagation of 
α-synucleinopathy triggered in olfactory bulb mimics prodromal 
Parkinson’s disease. J Exp Med 213:1759–1778. https ://doi.org/10.1084/
jem.20160 368

 61. Rockenstein E, Schwach G, Ingolic E, Adame A, Crews L, Mante M, Pfrag-
ner R, Schreiner E, Windisch M, Masliah E (2005) Lysosomal pathology 
associated with alpha-synuclein accumulation in transgenic models 
using an eGFP fusion protein. J Neurosci Res 80:247–259. https ://doi.
org/10.1002/jnr.20446 

 62. Sacino AN, Brooks M, McKinney AB, Thomas MA, Shaw G, Golde TE, Gias-
son BI (2014) Brain injection of α-synuclein induces multiple proteinopa-
thies, gliosis, and a neuronal injury marker. J Neurosci 34:12368–12378. 
https ://doi.org/10.1523/JNEUR OSCI.2102-14.2014

 63. Sacino AN, Brooks M, Thomas MA, McKinney AB, Lee S, Regenhardt RW, 
McGarvey NH, Ayers JI, Notterpek L, Borchelt DR, Golde TE, Giasson BI 
(2014) Intramuscular injection of α-synuclein induces CNS α-synuclein 
pathology and a rapid-onset motor phenotype in transgenic mice. 
Proc Natl Acad Sci U S A 111:10732–10737. https ://doi.org/10.1073/
pnas.13217 85111 

 64. Sanchez-Guajardo V, Tentillier N, Romero-Ramos M (2015) The relation 
between α-synuclein and microglia in Parkinson’s disease: recent devel-
opments. Neuroscience 302:47–58. https ://doi.org/10.1016/j.neuro scien 
ce.2015.02.008

 65. Schaser AJ, Osterberg VR, Dent SE, Stackhouse TL, Wakeham CM, 
Boutros SW, Weston LJ, Owen N, Weissman TA, Luna E, Raber J, Luk KC, 
McCullough AK, Woltjer RL, Unni VK (2019) Alpha-synuclein is a DNA 
binding protein that modulates DNA repair with implications for Lewy 
body disorders. Sci Rep 9:10919. https ://doi.org/10.1038/s4159 8-019-
47227 -z

 66. Schindelin J, Arganda-Carreras I, Frise E, Kaynig V, Longair M, Pietzsch 
T, Preibisch S, Rueden C, Saalfeld S, Schmid B, Tinevez JY, White DJ, 
Hartenstein V, Eliceiri K, Tomancak P, Cardona A (2012) Fiji: an open-source 
platform for biological-image analysis. Nat Methods 9:676–682

 67. Sergeyeva TN, Sergeyev VG (2011) Administration of LPS-stimulated 
autologous macrophages induces α-synuclein aggregation in dopamin-
ergic neurons of rat brain. Bull Exp Biol Med 150:406–408. https ://doi.
org/10.1007/s1051 7-011-1153-y

 68. Shahmoradian SH, Lewis AJ, Genoud C, Hench J, Moors TE, Navarro PP, 
Castaño-Díez D, Schweighauser G, Graff-Meyer A, Goldie KN, Sütterlin 
R, Huisman E, Ingrassia A, de Gier Y, Rozemuller AJM, Wang J, De Paepe 
A, Erny J, Staempfli A, Hoernschemeyer J, Großerüschkamp F, Niedieker 
D, El-Mashtoly SF, Quadri M, Van IJcken WFJ, Bonifati V, Gerwert K, 
Bohrmann B, Frank S, Britschgi M, Stahlberg H, Van de Berg WDJ, Lauer 
ME (2019) Lewy pathology in Parkinson’s disease consists of crowded 

organelles and lipid membranes. Nat Neurosci 22:1099–1109. https ://doi.
org/10.1038/s4159 3-019-0423-2

 69. Shavali S, Combs CK, Ebadi M (2006) Reactive macrophages increase oxi-
dative stress and alpha-synuclein nitration during death of dopaminergic 
neuronal cells in co-culture: relevance to Parkinson’s disease. Neurochem 
Res 31:85–94. https ://doi.org/10.1007/s1106 4-005-9233-x

 70. Song YJC, Halliday GM, Holton JL, Lashley T, Osullivan SS, McCann H, Lees 
AJ, Ozawa T, Williams DR, Lockhart PJ, Revesz TR (2009) Degeneration in 
different parkinsonian syndromes relates to astrocyte type and astrocyte 
protein expression. J Neuropathol Exp Neurol 68:1073–1083. https ://doi.
org/10.1097/NEN.0b013 e3181 b66f1 b

 71. Sorrentino ZA, Brooks MMT, Hudson V, Rutherford NJ, Golde TE, Gias-
son BI, Chakrabarty P, Chakrabarty P (2017) Intrastriatal injection of 
α-synuclein can lead to widespread synucleinopathy independent of 
neuroanatomic connectivity. Mol Neurodegener 12:40. https ://doi.
org/10.1186/s1302 4-017-0182-z

 72. Sorrentino ZA, Giasson BI, Chakrabarty P (2019) α-Synuclein and astro-
cytes: tracing the pathways from homeostasis to neurodegeneration in 
Lewy body disease. Acta Neuropathol. https ://doi.org/10.1007/s0040 
1-019-01977 -2

 73. Soto-Rojas LO, Martínez-Dávila IA, Luna-Herrera C, Gutierrez-Castillo ME, 
Lopez-Salas FE, Gatica-Garcia B, Soto-Rodriguez G, Bringas Tobon ME, 
Flores G, Padilla-Viveros A, Bañuelos C, Blanco-Alvarez VM, Dávila-Ayala 
J, Reyes-Corona D, Garcés-Ramírez L, Hidalgo-Alegria O, De La Cruz-
López F, Martinez-Fong D (2020) Unilateral intranigral administration of 
β-sitosterol β-D-glucoside triggers pathological α-synuclein spreading 
and bilateral nigrostriatal dopaminergic neurodegeneration in the rat. 
Acta Neuropathol Commun. https ://doi.org/10.1186/s4047 8-020-00933 -6

 74. Spillantini MG, Crowther RA, Jakes R, Cairns NJ, Lantos PL, Goedert M 
(1998) Filamentous alpha-synuclein inclusions link multiple system atro-
phy with Parkinson’s disease and dementia with Lewy bodies. Neurosci 
Lett 251:205–208. https ://doi.org/10.1016/s0304 -3940(98)00504 -7

 75. Spillantini MG, Schmidt ML, Lee VM-Y, Trojanowski JQ, Jakes R, Goedert M 
(1997) |[alpha]|-Synuclein in Lewy bodies. Nature 388:839–840. https ://
doi.org/10.1038/42166 

 76. Spinelli KJ, Taylor JK, Osterberg VR, Churchill MJ, Pollock E, Moore C, 
Meshul CK, Unni VK (2014) Presynaptic alpha-synuclein aggregation in a 
mouse model of Parkinson’s disease. J Neurosci 34:2037–2050. https ://
doi.org/10.1523/JNEUR OSCI.2581-13.2014

 77. Tanriöver G, Bacioglu M, Schweighauser M, Mahler J, Wegenast-Braun BM, 
Skodras A, Obermüller U, Barth M, Kronenberg-Versteeg D, Nilsson KPR, 
Shimshek DR, Kahle PJ, Eisele YS, Jucker M (2020) Prominent microglial 
inclusions in transgenic mouse models of α-synucleinopathy that are 
distinct from neuronal lesions. Acta Neuropathol Commun 8:133. https ://
doi.org/10.1186/s4047 8-020-00993 -8

 78. Terada S, Ishizu H, Yokota O, Tsuchiya K, Nakashima H, Ishihara T, Fujita D, 
Uéda K, Ikeda K, Kuroda S (2003) Glial involvement in diffuse Lewy body 
disease. Acta Neuropathol 105:163–169. https ://doi.org/10.1007/s0040 
1-002-0622-9

 79. Uchihara T (2017) An order in Lewy body disorders: retrograde degenera-
tion in hyperbranching axons as a fundamental structural template 
accounting for focal/multifocal Lewy body disease. Neuropathology 
37:129–149. https ://doi.org/10.1111/neup.12348 

 80. Uchihara T, Giasson BI (2015) Propagation of alpha-synuclein pathology: 
hypotheses, discoveries, and yet unresolved questions from experimen-
tal and human brain studies. Acta Neuropathol 131:49–73. https ://doi.
org/10.1007/s0040 1-015-1485-1

 81. Uchihara T, Giasson BI, Paulus W (2016) Propagation of Aβ, tau and 
α-synuclein pathology between experimental models and human reality: 
prions, propagons and propaganda. Acta Neuropathol 131:1–3. https ://
doi.org/10.1007/s0040 1-015-1517-x

 82. Uemura N, Yagi H, Uemura MT, Hatanaka Y, Yamakado H, Takahashi 
R (2018) Inoculation of α-synuclein preformed fibrils into the mouse 
gastrointestinal tract induces Lewy body-like aggregates in the brainstem 
via the vagus nerve. Mol Neurodegener. https ://doi.org/10.1186/s1302 
4-018-0257-5

 83. Unni VK, Weissman TA, Rockenstein E, Masliah E, McLean PJ, Hyman BT 
(2010) In vivo imaging of α-synuclein in mouse cortex demonstrates sta-
ble expression and differential subcellular compartment mobility. PLoS 
ONE. https ://doi.org/10.1371/journ al.pone.00105 89

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.celrep.2015.01.060
https://doi.org/10.1038/srep00898
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.nbd.2017.07.020
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.nbd.2017.07.020
https://doi.org/10.1176/jnp.14.2.223
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00401-017-1792-9
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00401-017-1792-9
https://doi.org/10.1084/jem.20160368
https://doi.org/10.1084/jem.20160368
https://doi.org/10.1002/jnr.20446
https://doi.org/10.1002/jnr.20446
https://doi.org/10.1523/JNEUROSCI.2102-14.2014
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1321785111
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1321785111
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.neuroscience.2015.02.008
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.neuroscience.2015.02.008
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-019-47227-z
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-019-47227-z
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10517-011-1153-y
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10517-011-1153-y
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41593-019-0423-2
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41593-019-0423-2
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11064-005-9233-x
https://doi.org/10.1097/NEN.0b013e3181b66f1b
https://doi.org/10.1097/NEN.0b013e3181b66f1b
https://doi.org/10.1186/s13024-017-0182-z
https://doi.org/10.1186/s13024-017-0182-z
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00401-019-01977-2
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00401-019-01977-2
https://doi.org/10.1186/s40478-020-00933-6
https://doi.org/10.1016/s0304-3940(98)00504-7
https://doi.org/10.1038/42166
https://doi.org/10.1038/42166
https://doi.org/10.1523/JNEUROSCI.2581-13.2014
https://doi.org/10.1523/JNEUROSCI.2581-13.2014
https://doi.org/10.1186/s40478-020-00993-8
https://doi.org/10.1186/s40478-020-00993-8
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00401-002-0622-9
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00401-002-0622-9
https://doi.org/10.1111/neup.12348
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00401-015-1485-1
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00401-015-1485-1
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00401-015-1517-x
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00401-015-1517-x
https://doi.org/10.1186/s13024-018-0257-5
https://doi.org/10.1186/s13024-018-0257-5
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0010589


Page 23 of 23Schaser et al. acta neuropathol commun           (2020) 8:150  

•
 
fast, convenient online submission

 •
  

thorough peer review by experienced researchers in your field

• 
 
rapid publication on acceptance

• 
 
support for research data, including large and complex data types

•
  

gold Open Access which fosters wider collaboration and increased citations 

 
maximum visibility for your research: over 100M website views per year •

  At BMC, research is always in progress.

Learn more biomedcentral.com/submissions

Ready to submit your research ?  Choose BMC and benefit from: 

 84. Volpicelli-Daley LA, Luk KC, Lee VM-Y (2014) Addition of exogenous 
α-synuclein preformed fibrils to primary neuronal cultures to seed 
recruitment of endogenous α-synuclein to Lewy body and Lewy neurite-
like aggregates. Nat Protoc 9:2135–2146. https ://doi.org/10.1038/nprot 
.2014.143

 85. Wakabayashi K, Hayashi S, Yoshimoto M, Kudo H, Takahashi H (2000) 
NACP/alpha-synuclein-positive filamentous inclusions in astrocytes 
and oligodendrocytes of Parkinson’s disease brains. Acta Neuropathol 
99:14–20

 86. Walker RH, Moore C, Davies G, Dirling LB, Koch RJ, Meshul CK (2012) 
Effects of subthalamic nucleus lesions and stimulation upon corticostri-
atal afferents in the 6-hydroxydopamine-lesioned rat. PLoS ONE. https ://
doi.org/10.1371/journ al.pone.00329 19

 87. Wang Y, Cui J, Sun X, Zhang Y (2011) Tunneling-nanotube development 
in astrocytes depends on p53 activation. Cell Death Differ 18:732–742. 
https ://doi.org/10.1038/cdd.2010.147

 88. Yamaguchi K, Cochran EJ, Murrell JR, Polymeropoulos MH, Shannon KM, 
Crowther RA, Goedert M, Ghetti B (2005) Abundant neuritic inclusions 
and microvacuolar changes in a case of diffuse Lewy body disease 
with the A53T mutation in the α-synuclein gene. Acta Neuropathol 
110:298–305. https ://doi.org/10.1007/s0040 1-005-1042-4

Publisher’s Note
Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in pub-
lished maps and institutional affiliations.

https://doi.org/10.1038/nprot.2014.143
https://doi.org/10.1038/nprot.2014.143
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0032919
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0032919
https://doi.org/10.1038/cdd.2010.147
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00401-005-1042-4

	Trans-synaptic and retrograde axonal spread of Lewy pathology following pre-formed fibril injection in an in vivo A53T alpha-synuclein mouse model of synucleinopathy
	Abstract 
	Introduction
	Materials and methods
	Animals
	Mouse model generation
	Humans tissue
	Cranial window surgery
	Injection material
	Pathology induction
	Mouse brain in vivo imaging and analysis
	Mouse brain removal, fixation, and sectioning
	Immunohistochemistry
	Human neuropathological analysis
	Western blotting
	Electron microscopy
	Correlated light and electron microscopy (CLEM)
	Image acquisition
	Baseline GFP expression in transgenic A53T SynGFP animals by cell-type
	Pathology analysis following peripheral IM PFF injection
	Experimental design and statistical analysis

	Results
	A53T SynGFP mice overexpress alpha-synuclein and the transgenic protein localizes primarily to neurons
	Electron micrographs show fibrillar structures that co-localize with SynGFP fluorescent signal using CLEM imaging
	A53T SynGFP mice form Lewy Body inclusions at an accelerated rate following PFF injection and results in rapid neuronal cell death
	A53T SynGFP aggregates appear first in axons
	A53T SynGFP inclusions form in non-neuronal cells at longer intervals post-injection
	A53T SynGFP inclusion survival time is dependent on cell-type
	Peripheral intramuscular (IM) injection data shows a time-dependent and progressive spread of alpha-synuclein inclusions through neuroanatomically connected pathways

	Discussion
	Retrograde intraneuronal propagation of Lewy pathology
	Peripheral to central nervous system propagation
	Astrocyte alpha-synuclein inclusion pathology

	Acknowledgements
	References




