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Introduction

Traumatic spinal cord injury (SCI) is one of the major health 
challenges worldwide, with an estimated incidence of 56.4 

per 1,000,000 traumatic injuries in the US in 2019 (1);  

it has devastating physical, psychosocial, and vocational 

implications for patients and caregivers (2-4). SCI can be 
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(TNF-α) levels were detected using enzyme-linked immunosorbent assay (ELISA). The expression of glial 
fibrillary acidic protein (GFAP), B-cell lymphoma-2 (BCL-2), and caspase3 was detected by western blot 
analysis. Hematoxylin-eosin (HE), Nissl, and immunocytochemistry (ICC) staining was performed for 
pathological observation. Basso-Beattie-Bresnahan motor function scores were evaluated for assessment of 
neural functions after acute SCI.
Results: Muscone inhibited immune-inflammatory reactions, neuronal necrosis, and apoptosis. The lower 
limb function recovery was better in the MOx groups compared with NS and MP groups according to Basso-
Beattie-Bresnahan scores. The changes were remarkable in the MO2 group compared with the other groups. 
Conclusions: Muscone alleviates secondary injury after SCI by reducing immune-inflammatory reactions, 
neuronal necrosis, and apoptosis.
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categorized into primary and secondary phases (5-7). A 
cascade of secondary injury destroys an increasing zone of 
tissue adjacent to the primary injury site and exacerbates 
neurological deficits and outcomes (8-11), such as cellular 
excitotoxicity, ionic dysregulation, disruption of the blood-
spinal cord barrier, free-radical-mediated peroxidation, 
and immune-inflammatory reactions, which are considered 
pathological damage-mediating processes during secondary 
damage (12-15). Inflammatory cytokines are considered the 
key regulating substances during immune reactions, which 
participate in adjusting inflammatory responses in SCI  
(16-18). Methylprednisolone sodium succinate (MPSS) 
can be considered within 8 hours after injury for patients 
without significant medical contraindications. It upregulates 
the release of anti-inflammatory cytokines and reduces 
oxidative stress to enhance neural cell survival in preclinical 
models of traumatic SCI (2), but it is limited by its major 
systemic adverse effects (19).

Muscone (20), one of the macrocyclic musk compounds, 
has been widely used in traditional Chinese medicinal 
formulations. Muscone can also be synthesized. It has 
pharmacological effects, including promoting blood 
circulation and menstruation, inducing resuscitation, and 
exerting anti-inflammatory activity (21-26). It is widely used 
in the treatment of dementia, cerebral ischemia, myocardial 
infarction, diabetic peripheral neuropathy, vertebral end-
plate degeneration, injury, inflammation, cancer, and other 
diseases (27-38). Muscone is one of the anti-inflammatory 
constituents in a well-known traditional Chinese medicine 
named Pian-Tze Huang (39). It can reach various parts of 
the central nervous system through the blood–brain barrier 
within 5 minutes after gastric administration and within  
2 minutes after caudal vein injection (40). Yu et al. verified 
that muscone exerted potent neuroprotective activity against 
glutamate-stimulated oxidative stress and Ca2+ overload (27). 

However, the protective effects of muscone on traumatic 
SCI have not been explored. This study explored whether 
muscone plays a protective role in SCI and compared its 
effects with those of MPSS. We present the following 
article in accordance with the ARRIVE reporting 
checklist (available at https://atm.amegroups.com/article/
view/10.21037/atm-22-2672/rc).

Methods 

Animal grouping and administration 

Animal experiments were performed under a project license 
granted by the Ethics Review Board of the University-

Town Hospital of Chongqing Medical University (No. LL-
202133), in compliance with national guidelines for the 
care and use of animals. A protocol was prepared before 
the study without registration. This study was performed 
on 120 healthy adult female Sprague-Dawley (SD) rats, 
each weighing 250–300 g, obtained from the Experimental 
Animal Center of Chongqing Medical University. 
Rats were fed in a clean and closed environment in the 
experimental animal center, with a constant temperature of  
20–25 degrees and air humidity of 50%. There were 5 rats in 
each cage. The rats were equally and stochastically divided 
into five groups: normal saline (NS), methylprednisolone 
(MP), and three groups treated with muscone (MO1, MO2, 
and MO3, collectively called the MOx groups). Further, 2.5, 
5, and 10 mg/kg muscone was injected into the caudal vein 
immediately after the surgery in the MOx groups, as follows: 
MO1, 2.5 mg/kg; MO2, 5 mg/kg; and MO3, 10 mg/kg,  
and continued for 7 days. Also, 30 mg/kg MPSS was 
injected into the caudal vein immediately after the surgery 
in the MP group. An equal amount of NS was injected 
immediately after the surgery in the NS group. Ten rats 
died after operation, including 6 rats in Group MP and  
4 rats in Group MO3, and 10 rats were finally supplemented. 

Anesthesia and surgical procedures

For anesthesia, 4% chloral hydrate at a dose of 0.35 mL/kg  
was injected into the caudal vein of all rats. They were 
immobilized in the ventricumbent position. The dorsum 
of these rats was barbered. Iodophor was used to disinfect 
the processus spinosus of the eighth thoracic vertebra (T8) 
in the center before surgery. A posterior median incision 
was chosen, and lamina and processus spinosus of T7–9 
were displayed and removed. The medulla spinalis of the 
T8 level was hit by using the modified Allen’s method. A 
hammer of 5 mm diameter and 10 g mass was allowed to 
fall freely on the medulla spinalis from a height of 2.5 cm. 
It vertically struck the soft and concave plastic sheet, which 
directly contacted the spinal dura mater and permitted the 
transfer of static energy to the medulla spinalis of the T8 
level (Figures 1,2). Soft tissues, such as muscle and derma, 
were seamed in successive layers after a successful strike.

Sign of successful strike

The shrinkage of legs, spastic tail swing, and torso-like 
flutter were noticed when the medulla spinalis of the T8 
level was hit. The lower extremities showed no activities and 
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flaccid paralysis, indicating that the model was successful. 
Penicillin (1.0×l05 IU/day) was administered after the 
surgery. The rats were raised at an indoor temperature of 
20–25 ℃. The bladder was extruded twice a day (8:00 am 
and 8:00 pm) before the recovery of spontaneous urination. 

Specimen collection 

Six rats were randomly chosen from each group on 
postoperative days 1, 3, 7, and 14. They were fixed in 
the dorsal position after intraperitoneal anesthesia. The 
thoracic cavity was opened to expose heart in the field of 
vision. A syringe needle was inserted into the ascending 
aorta through the left ventricle, and the right auricle was 
opened. Further, 200 mL of saline, including 10 U/mL 
heparin, was rapidly perfused until the fluid was clear. 
Then, 200 mL of 2% glutaraldehyde was slowly perfused at 
4 ℃ until the extremities and tail were hardened. A section 
of medulla spinalis of T8 was completely excised according 
to the original incision and fixed with 4% paraformaldehyde 
for 2 days.

Three rats in each group were randomly chosen at 3 
and 8 h, 1 and 3 days, and 1 and 2 weeks after the surgery. 
After intraperitoneal anesthesia with 4% chloral hydrate 
at a dose of 0.35 mL/kg, 1 mL of blood was drawn with a 
capillary glass tube outside the canthus, placed for 2 hours 
at 20 ℃, and then into a water bath at 37 ℃ for 30 minutes 
of incubation, and centrifuged at 1,500 rpm for 15 minutes. 
The supernatant was absorbed into a 1 mL PV tube with 
200 μL attractor, and immediately placed in a −80 ℃ 
refrigerator.

Biochemical analyses

All biochemical analyses were performed at the Laboratory 

of Biochemistry, School of Life Science, Chongqing Medical 
University. The tissue samples were stored at −80 ℃  
and then homogenized in 0.9% NaCl solution using a 
tissue homogenizer (T25; IKA-GmbH, Labortechnik, 
Staufen, Germany). The tissue samples in each group 
ranged from 127 to 190 mg. After homogenization, the 
samples were centrifuged (5,000 rpm) at 4 ℃ for 30 minutes. 
The supernatants were used for detecting the following: 
malonyldialdehyde (MDA), superoxide dismutase (SOD), 
interleukin (IL)-6, IL-1β, and tumor necrosis factor-
alpha (TNF-α), using enzyme-linked immunosorbent 
assay (ELISA) at different time points according to the 
manufacturer’s instructions.

Histopathological analyses

Injured spinal cord segments were stored in 10% neutral 
buffered formaldehyde solution and embedded in a paraffin 
block by a standard method. Each block was cut into 5 μm-
thick coronal sections and trimmed with a Leica microtome 
(Leica RM2035; Leica, Wetzlar, Germany). The sections 
were stained with hematoxylin-eosin (HE) and examined 
under a light microscope (Olympus BH-2; Olympus, 
Tokyo, Japan) by a blinded pathologist. Specimens were 
photographed (Sony, CCD-IRISI˙; Sony Inc., Tokyo, 
Japan), and all sections were evaluated for the presence of 
hemorrhage, edema, and neutrophilic infiltration.

Neurological function evaluation after SCI 

The scores of Basso-Beattie-Bresnahan (BBB) motor 
functions of all rats were recorded on postoperative days 
1, 3, 7, 14, 21, and 28. The recovery of motor functions 
in all rats was observed by two physicians not involved in 
modeling.

Figure 1 Before spinal cord injury at T8 level of rats. The arrow 
marks the normal spinal cord tissue.

Figure 2 After spinal cord injury at T8 level of rats. The arrow 
marks the local bleeding and swelling of the injured spinal cord tissue.
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Statistical analyses 

Data were analyzed using the statistical software SAS V9.4 
(SAS Institute, Cary, NC, USA) and presented as mean 
± standard deviation(s). The differences between groups 
were compared using analysis of variance. The pairwise 
means were compared by the Student-Newman-Keuls 
(SNK) method. A P value of <0.05 indicated a statistically 
significant difference.

Results

The traumatic SCI model was established successfully in 
this study using the modified Allen’s method. Spastic tail 
swing, torso-like flutter, and retraction of lower extremities 
were noted after hitting the dorsal spinal cord. The lower 
extremities showed no activities and flaccid paralysis. The 
artificial squeezing of urine was required twice daily after 
the rats woke from anesthesia. Due to early unfamiliar 
surgery and inappropriate medication, 20 rats died, which 
included 12 rats in the MP group, 5 in the 10 mg muscone 
group, and 3 in the NS group. A total of 140 adult male SD 
rats reached clean grade. 

Biochemical analysis

Levels of SOD, MDA, TNF-α, IL-1β, and IL-6 as 
detected by ELISA
The SOD level showed a declining trend in the NS group 
from 3 hours to 1 week, rising at 2 weeks after traumatic 
SCI model. The SOD levels in the MP and MOx groups 
escalated to the peak from 3 hours to 3 days; these levels were 

significantly higher than that in the NS group, most obvious 
in the MO3 group, and declined after 2 weeks. The declining 
trend was the most obvious in the MO1 group, followed 
by the MP group, at the same time point. (Figure 3, At 3 h 
and 8 h, P<0.001; 1 day, P<0.003; 3 days and 1 and 2 weeks, 
P<0.001).

The MDA level in the NS group increased from 3 hours 
to 1 week and declined after 2 weeks. The level was higher 
in the MO3 group than in the NS group after 3 and 8 hours, 
declined after 1 day, escalated to the peak in the MP group 
after 3 days, and then declined. This trend in the MO1 and 
MO2 groups was similar to that in the MP group; the level 
was the lowest in the MO2 group (Figure 4, each time point, 
P<0.001).

The level of TNF-α increased slowly from 3 hours to 
1 week and declined after 2 weeks in the NS group. The 
TNF-α level was lower in the remaining four groups 
compared with the NS group and was the lowest in the 
MO2 group; the peak appeared in the MP group after  
1 day and then slowly declined. The peak of the TNF-α level 
appeared in the MO2 group after 8 hours and then declined 
at the same time points (Figure 5). 

The level of IL-1β increased slowly from 66.59 to  
75.55 ng/L in the NS group from 3 hours to 1 day after a 
slow decline to 53.75 ng/L in 2 weeks. At the same time, the 
IL-1β level was lower in the other groups compared with 
the NS group. The level in the MP group was set to the 
minimum of 37.34 ng/L after 3 hours. The level in the 
MO2 group was the lowest after 8 hours, gradually peaked 
in 1 week, and decreased significantly in 2 weeks. The level 
in the MO3 group was the maximum, about 62.49 ng/L, in 
all treatment groups in 1 week (Figure 6).
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Figure 3 SOD level increased in the MP and MOx groups compared with the NS group and was the highest in the MO2 group. SOD, 
superoxide dismutase; MP, methylprednisolone; MO, muscone; NS, normal saline.
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Figure 4 MDA level decreased in the MP and MOx groups compared with the NS group, with statistically significant differences except in 
the MO1 and MO2 groups after 2 weeks (F=171.9, P<0.001). In general, the effect in the MO2 group was obvious. MDA, malondialdehyde; 
MP, methylprednisolone; MO, muscone; NS, normal saline.
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Figure 5 TNF-α level was lower in the MO2 group compared with other groups at all time points (P<0.001). TNF-α, tumor necrosis factor 
alpha; MO, muscone; NS, normal saline; MP, methylprednisolone.
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Figure 6 IL-1β level showed a trend similar to that of TNF-α (each point in time, P<0.001). The IL-1β level in the NS group rose slowly 
from 3 h to 1 day and then declined. The levels in the remaining four groups was lower than that in the NS group. It was the lowest in the 
MO2 group. The peak appeared in the MP group after 3 days and then slowly declined. The peak appeared in the MO3 group in 8 h and 
then declined at the same time point. IL-1β, interleukin-1β; TNF-α, tumor necrosis factor alpha; NS, normal saline; MO, muscone; MP, 
methylprednisolone.
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The level of IL-6 showed a rising trend from 130.27 
to 149.61 ng/L in the NS group from 3 hours to 1 day 
after the successful modeling, and then slowly decreased 
to 126.15 ng/L in 2 weeks. The levels in the other groups 
were lower than that in the NS group at the same time 
point. The level in the MO2 group was the lowest, about 
89.16 ng/L, in 3 hours and about 77.29 ng/L in 2 weeks. 
The MOx showed the peak in 1 day and 1 week. The peak 
of the IL-6 level in the MP group was 133.02 ng/L in 1 day 
and then slowly decreased, reaching 117.63 ng/L in 2 weeks 
(Figure 7).

Levels of glial fibrillary acidic protein (GFAP), B-cell 
lymphoma-2 (BCL-2), and caspase3 detected by 
western blot analysis
The levels of GFAP in the NS and MP groups increased 
from 1 day to 2 weeks and then declined in 4 weeks. The 

levels in the MOx groups were equivalent to those in the NS 
and MP groups after 1 day. The level in the MO2 group was 
the lowest, 1,013.35 μg/μL, after 3 days. The levels in the 
NS and MP groups continued to rise. The levels in the MOx 
group continued to decline to a minimum of 976.25 μg/μL  
in 1 week. The levels in the NS and MP groups increased 
significantly, with the level in the NS group reaching 
2513.07 μg/μL and the level in the MP group reaching 
2,347.13 μg/μL in 2 weeks. The levels in the MOx groups 
showed a slight increase, with the level in the MO2 group 
still the lowest at 1,356.07 μg/μL. This indicated that GFAP 
expression in astrocytes was obvious, and the proliferation 
was the most active in 2 weeks. The level in the NS group 
was the highest at 1,489.94 μg/μL, while the level in the 
MO2 group was the lowest at 765.43 μg/μL in 4 weeks 
(Figure 8).

The levels of BCL-2 increased from 1 day to 1 week 

160

140

120

100

80

60

40

20

0

U
ni

t: 
ng

/L

3 h 8 h 1 d 3 d 1 w 2 w

IL-6 detected by ELISA method

NS group 

MP group 

MO1 (2.5 mg) group 

MO2 (5 mg) group 

MO3 (10 mg) group

Figure 7 IL-6 level showed a rising trend from 3 h to 1 day after the successful modeling and then slowly decreased. The levels in the MOx 

groups were better than those in the NS and MP group, and were more meaningful in the MO2 group. IL-6, interleukin 6; NS, normal 
saline; MO, muscone; MP, methylprednisolone.
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Figure 8 GFAP level increased in the NS and MP groups from 1 day to 2 weeks then declined. Statistically significant differences were 
found between the NS, MP, and MOx groups in 3 days, 1 week, 2 weeks, and 4 weeks (P<0.05). The level in the MO2 group was the lowest. 
GFAP, glial fibrillary acidic protein; NS, normal saline; MO, muscone; MP, methylprednisolone. 
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and then declined gradually in the NS and MP groups. 
The BCL-2 levels in the MOx groups increased from 1 to  
3 days and then declined. The level was the lowest in the 
NS group and the highest in the MO3 group after 1 day. 
After 3 days, the level in the NS group remained the lowest 
and the level in the MO3 group was the highest. In 1 week, 
the levels in the NS and MP groups continued to rise, 
while those in the MOx groups showed a decline, being the 
lowest, 1,857.39 μg/μL, in the NS group and the highest,  
2,993.87 μg/μL, in the MO3 group. In 2 weeks, a significant 
decrease in the levels was noted in all groups, with the 
lowest in the NS group at 123.31 μg/μL and the highest in 
the MO3 group at 2,539.77 μg/μL. In 4 weeks, a significant 
decrease was found in all groups. The level was the lowest 
in the NS group, at 887.84 μg/μL, and the highest in the 
MO3 group, at 2,499.47 μg/μL (Figure 9).

The level of caspase3 rose from 1 day to 3 days and then 
declined gradually in the NS and MP groups from 3 days to 

4 weeks. The levels in the remaining groups declined from 
1 day to 4 weeks. After 1 day, the caspase3 level was the 
highest in the MP group at 1,663.92 μg/μL and the lowest 
in the MO2 group at 1,226.19 μg/μL. After 3 days, the 
level was the highest in the MP group at 2,708.35 μg/μL 
and the lowest in the MO2 group at 1,113.34 μg/μL. The 
levels in the remaining groups were between those of the 
two groups. In 1 week, the level was the highest in the MP 
group at 1,942.2 μg/μL. In 4 weeks, a significant decrease 
in the level was found in all groups. The lowest level was 
in the MO2 group, at 523.68 μg/μL, and the highest was in 
the MP group, at 1,430.24 μg/μL (Figure 10).

Pathological observations 

Extensive hemorrhage, cell edema, and pyknosis below the 
dorsal SCI were observed in 8 hours using HE staining; 
they were the most obvious in the NS group, followed by 
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Figure 9 BCL-2 level in the NS group showed a similar trend as in the MP group, rising from 1 day to 1 week and then declining. The level 
in the MOx groups was higher and peaked earlier. The level in the MO2 group was remarkable. BCL-2, B-cell lymphoma-2; NS, normal 
saline; MO, muscone; MP, methylprednisolone.
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Figure 10 Caspase3 level always decreased in the MOx groups compared with the NS and MP groups. Statistically significant differences 
in the levels were found, except in the MO2 and MO3 groups, in 3 days, 1 week, 2 weeks, and 4 weeks (P<0.05). NS, normal saline; MO, 
muscone; MP, methylprednisolone.
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the MP group. The minimal hemorrhage was observed 
in the MO2 group. A cavity developed between the strike 
zone and the myelocele. As time progressed, bleeding 
was less, and pyknosis, necrosis, and cathepsins occurred. 
The proliferation and activation of astrocytes increased 
gradually, was significant in 1 week, reached the peak in 
2 weeks, and then declined in 4 weeks. In 4 weeks, the 
cavity enlarged and the myelocele disappeared in the NS 
group. The scattered small cavities were still observed in 
the MP group. The cavities were filled with hyperplasia of 
astrocytes, the cavities in the MOx groups disappeared, and 
the inflammatory reaction was the slightest in the MO2 
group (Figure 11).

After 8 hours, the number of astrocytes increased, as 
detected by Nissl staining, including obviously enlarged 
Nissl bodies, fragmentation, maldistribution, and shrunken 
neurons in the NS group. Nissl bodies were swollen and 
accumulated, and neurons still shrunk in the MP group. 
The neurons were more in number and normal in structure, 
the distribution of Nissl bodies was normal, and the 
proliferation of astrocytes was less in the MO2 group. With 
time, a large number of astrocytes appeared, and neuronal 
pyknosis, karyorrhexis, and the proliferation of astrocytes 
occurred in the NS group. Some contracted neurons and 
proliferation of astrocytes were obvious in 4 weeks. At 
the same time point, the number of neurons in the MOx 
groups was high, with structural integrity, but the number 
of neurons still decreased. Neuronal injury and satellite 
phenomenon in the MO1, MO3, and MP groups was 
obvious between the NS group and MO2 group. The spinal 
cord dorsal horn and injured area showed similar changes 
(Figures 12,13). 

Immunocytochemistry (ICC) staining revealed 
hyperplasia of astrocytes in the NS group, reaching the 
peak at 155.8/vision in 2 weeks and then slowly declining. 
Hyperplasia of astrocytes was lower in the MP group than 
in the NS group, peaked at 125.8/vision in 1 week, and then 
slowly declined. The increase in the number of astrocytes 
showed a declining trend until 2 weeks and then increased 
slowly in the MOx groups. At the same time point, the 
number of astrocytes was lower in the MOx groups than in 
the NS and MP groups. In 4 weeks, a significant decrease 
was observed in all groups, with the lowest in the MO2 
group and the highest in the NS group (Figure 14).

Neurological function evaluation after SCI 

We recorded BBB scores at six time points, namely, 1, 3, 

7, 14, 21, and 28 days. The scores were evaluated in five 
experimental groups. The changes in the function of lower 
limbs were not obvious, between 0 grade and 1 grade from 1 
to 3 days. With time, the function of lower limbs gradually 
improved (8.2 in the NS group and 13.6 in the MP group) 
in 4 weeks. The neurological function was superior in the 
MOx groups compared with the MP and NS groups. The 
recovery was the most obvious in the MO2 group, 10.0 in  
2 weeks and 18.6 in 4 weeks (Figure 15).

Discussion

SCI is a catastrophic disease associated with loss of nerve 
function and damaged neurological structures and has 
become a significant social and economic burden for the 
health care system and patients’ families. The secondary 
injury following SCI is considered to be due to the 
continuation of cellular destruction through inflammatory 
cytokines, which are considered the key regulating 
substances. Inflammatory cytokines, such as IL-6, IL-
1β, and TNF-α, played a very important role during the 
pathological progression of secondary destructive cascade 
following primary SCI, exacerbating inflammatory response 
and leading to further disruption of the blood-spinal cord 
barrier, which amplified tissue damage and resulted in 
poor functional recovery (41-45). Yu’s research showed 
that reduced expression of pro-inflammatory cytokines 
and increased expression of anti-inflammatory factors 
contributed to a better Basso Mouse Scale (BMS) score (41). 
The findings were consistent with those of Bethea et al. (46), 
who reported that reduced TNF-α production significantly 
improved functional recovery following traumatic SCI 
in rats. Wang (47). reported the increased expression of 
transforming growth factor (TGF)-β1, TNF-α, IL-1β, 
and nuclear factor (NF)-кB following the induction of 
myocardial infarction, and the use of muscone statistically 
declined the expression of these inflammatory markers. 
Previous studies have shown that muscone was involved 
in inhibiting inflammatory reaction (48-51). Our study 
also demonstrated that the expression of IL-6, IL-1β, and 
TNF-α increased in all five groups. The inhibitory effect 
was more obvious in the MO2 group compared with the 
other four groups, and indicated that the protective effects 
of muscone might be attributed to its anti-inflammatory 
effects.

Necrosis and apoptosis also play a key role in SCI. 
Previous studies have indicated that apoptosis was 
characterized by the increased expression of pro-apoptotic 
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Figure 11 Extensive hemorrhage, cell edema, and pyknosis below the dorsal SCI were observed at 8 hours and 1 day. The proliferation 
and activation of astrocytes increased gradually and reached the peak at 2 weeks, and then declined at 4 weeks. The cavities were filled with 
hyperplasia of astrocytes, the cavities in the MOx groups disappeared, and the inflammatory reaction was the slightest in the MO2 group. 
Black arrows mark extensive hemorrhage at 8 hour and 1 day after SCI model. Black arrows mark cavities after SCI model. Black arrows 
mark proliferation and activation of astrocytes at 1 week and 2 weeks after SCI model. Arrows mark proliferation and activation of astrocytes 
at 4 weeks after SCI. SCI by HE staining. SCI, spinal cord injury; HE, hematoxylin-eosin; MO, muscone.

A B C D E

8 h after SCI model (HE ×100)

1 d after SCI model (HE ×100)

3 d after SCI model (HE ×100)

1 w after SCI model (HE ×100)

2 w after SCI model (HE ×100)

4 w after SCI model (HE ×100)
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Figure 12 The number of astrocytes increased, as detected by Nissl staining in the NS group and MP group at different time points. Some 
contracted neurons and proliferation of astrocytes were obvious in 4 weeks. The proliferation of astrocytes was less in the MO2 group 
than other groups at different time points. Neuronal injury and satellite phenomenon in the MO1, MO3, and MP groups was obvious 
between the NS group and MO2 group in 4 weeks. Spinal dorsal horn after SCI by Nissl staining; NS, normal saline; MO, muscone; MP, 
methylprednisolone; SCI, spinal cord injury.

Spinal dorsal horn 8 h after SCI model (Ni ×100)

Spinal dorsal horn 1 d after SCI model (Ni ×100)

Spinal dorsal horn 3 d after SCI model (Ni ×100)

Spinal dorsal horn 1 w after SCI model (Ni ×100)

Spinal dorsal horn 2 w after SCI model (Ni ×100)

Spinal dorsal horn 4 w after SCI model (Ni ×100)
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A B C D E

Spinal anterior horn 8 h after SCI model (Ni ×400)

Spinal anterior horn 1 d after SCI model (Ni ×400)

Spinal anterior horn 3 d after SCI model (Ni ×400)

Spinal anterior horn 1 w after SCI model (Ni ×400)

Spinal anterior horn 2 w after SCI model (Ni ×400)

Spinal anterior horn 4 w after SCI model (Ni ×400)

Figure 13 The number of astrocytes increased, as detected by Nissl staining, shrunken neurons in the NS group and MP group at different 
time points. Some contracted neurons and proliferation of astrocytes were obvious in 4 weeks. At the same time point, the number of 
neurons in the MOx groups was high, with structural integrity. The neurons were more in number and normal in structure, and the 
proliferation of astrocytes was less in the MO2 group. Spinal dorsal horn after SCI by Nissl staining; NS, normal saline; MO, muscone; MP, 
methylprednisolone; SCI, spinal cord injury.
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Figure 14 Statistically significant differences in the number of astrocytes between the MP, NS, and MOx groups at all time points 
(P<0.05). The number was the lowest in the MO2 group. GFAP, glial fibrillary acidic protein; NS, normal saline; MO, muscone; MP, 
methylprednisolone.
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Figure 15 The changes in the function of lower limbs were not obvious, between 0 grade and 1 grade from 1 day to 3 days (P>0.05). 
Neurological function was superior in the MOx group compared with the MP and NS groups from 1 to 4 weeks (P<0.05). It was the most 
obvious in the MO2 group, 10.0 in 2 weeks and 18.6 in 4 weeks. All groups showed significant differences in 3 and 4 weeks (P<0.05). BBB, 
Basso-Beattie-Bresnahan; NS, normal saline; MO, muscone; MP, methylprednisolone.

BCL2-associated X (Bax) family proteins and the decreased 
expression of anti-apoptotic Bcl-2 family proteins (52-55).  
The caspase cascade also plays an important role in 
apoptosis. Caspase3 typically functions downstream of 
other caspases and directly activates enzymes responsible 
for DNA fragmentation in the intrinsic apoptotic pathway 
(56,57). A loss of ionic homeostasis is observed. The 
phagocytic inflammatory cells release reactive oxygen 
species, upregulating the release of excitatory amino acids 
and inflammatory cytokines and thus inducing apoptosis. 
Wei elucidated that muscone exerted neuroprotective 
effects in vivo and in vitro (58). 

Apoptosis is known as a naturally occurring physiological 
process and may play a key role in secondary SCI. The long-
term neurological deficits following SCI might result from 

a large range of apoptosis of neurons and oligodendrocytes 
in the injured spinal cord, so a better understanding of 
apoptosis following SCI will lead to novel strategies for 
therapeutic interventions. Injury-induced apoptosis could 
be observed in neurons, astrocytes, oligodendroglia and 
microglia in rat SCI (59). The aim of treatment of SCI is 
to reduce secondary neuronal damage (60), upregulate the 
release of anti-inflammatory cytokines, reduce oxidative 
stress to enhance neural cell survival in preclinical models of 
traumatic SCI (61), and Inhibit hyperplasia of astrocytes and 
scar formation. There are many treatments for spinal cord 
injury, including medications, cell transplantation, exosomes, 
tissue engineering, cell reprogramming, and rehabilitation (62).  
As an important branch of worldwide medical research, 
traditional Chinese medicine (TCM) is rapidly moving 
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towards a path of reform and innovation. 16 active 
ingredients, nine herbs, and three compound prescriptions 
were used for treatment of spinal cord injury (63). 

In our study, the results revealed that an increase in the 
levels of Bcl-2 family proteins and a decrease in the level 
of caspase3, increased SOD production, and decreased 
MDA production were more remarkable in the MO2 group 
compared with the other groups. Thus, we considered that 
muscone played a protective role due to its anti-apoptotic 
effects.

Regeneration is often hindered by the presence of a 
substantial postinjury cystic cavity, glial cell hyperplasia, 
and glial scar formation, which lacks the substrate to 
support cell migration and axon growth (2,64,65). The 
excitatory amino acids such as glutamate and aspartate are 
released under the action of the immune-inflammatory 
response, and the secretion of inflammatory cytokines 
increases. The activation of a large number of astrocytes, 
leading to hyperplasia and hypertrophy of astrocytes, in the 
early stage of injury has a certain protective effect on the 
expansion of damage, but the activation of a large number 
of astrocytes in a late stage, forming collagen fibers and 
scars, prevents the growth of nerves and causes spinal cord 
function disorder (58). In our study, HE, Nissl, and GFAP 
staining indicated astrocyte proliferation. The changes were 
most obvious in the NS group, with necrosis, expansion 
of the cavity, disappearance of the neuronal structure, and 
hyperplasia of astrocytes, followed by the MP group. The 
pathological changes in the spinal cord treated with the 
three doses of muscone were mild, with the least damage 
in the MO2 group (5 mg/kg). The results indicated that 
the inflammatory responses were suppressed, and neuronal 
necrosis and apoptosis were also inhibited. In addition, 
cystic cavities and hyperplasia of astrocytes were controlled. 
The expression of the GFAP protein was lower than that in 
the NS and MP groups. Moreover, our study showed that 
the lower limb recovery was better in the MOx groups than 
in the NS and MP groups according to BBB scores (66,67); 
the recovery was remarkable in the MO2 group. Our results 
reflected the positive role of muscone in neuroregeneration, 
leading to better functional recovery following SCI. 
However, MPSS had no obvious effect on apoptosis and the 
correction of neurotic function (68).

This study was the first to demonstrate the protective 
effects of muscone against traumatic SCI. The experiment 
data found that different concentrations of muscone played 
a positive role by inhibiting immune-inflammatory reaction, 
downregulating the expression of caspase3, upregulating 

the expression of BCL-2, reducing necrosis and apoptosis of 
neurons and astrocytes, lowering the expression of GFAP, 
inhibiting the excessive proliferation of astrocytes, and 
improving the function of lower limbs after traumatic SCI 
in rats. The effect of 5 mg/kg dose muscone was remarkable 
and better than that of MPSS.

Conclusions

This study was novel in showing that muscone alleviated 
secondary injury after SCI by reducing inflammation and 
anti-apoptotic effect and provided favorable conditions 
for neuroregeneration in rats. Therefore, we believe that 
muscone may serve as a promising and effective drug for 
traumatic SCI treatment.

There are also some limitations in this study, including 
the potential bias from the small number of samples in each 
group and the inconsistency of smoothness and proficiency 
in blood collection. When traumatic SCI models were 
stablished, there may be accidental injury of spinal cord due 
to surgical operation. There is no complete standardization 
when striking. It may also cause inaccuracies related to the 
results.
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