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Abstract

Aim:

Earlier studies have demonstrated that Bacopa monniera (BM), a plant described in Ayurveda for many CNS actions was
found to exhibit antidepressant (methanolic extract at 20mg/kg and 40mg/kg p.o.) as well as antinociceptive activity
(aqueous extract (AE) at 80 mg/kg, 120 mg/kg and 160 mg/kg p.o.). The present study sought to explore the possible
mechanisms of antinociceptive effects of aqueous extract of Bacopa monniera (AEBM) at 80 mg/kg, 120 mg/kg and 160
mg/kg given orally.

Materials and Methods:

AEBM was given singly as well as with selective α2 receptor blocker Yohimbine, selective β1 receptor blocker Atenolol,
serotonin receptor antagonist Cyproheptadine and a non-selective opioid receptor antagonist naloxone in experimental
groups of mice and rats under strict protocols and conditions.

Results:

We observed that the antinociceptive effects of AEBM in the acetic acid writhing test was prevented by prior treatment with
the selective Yohimbine (1 mg/kg, i.p; 14.50 ± 2.26 and 37.17 ± 2.14 writhes in the AEBM-treated and yohimbine
pre-treated AEBM groups, respectively) and selective β1 Atenolol receptor blocker (1 mg/kg, i.p; 14.50 ± 2.26 and 31.00 ±
5.44 writhes in the AEBM-treated and yohimbine pre-treated AEBM groups, respectively). In the formalin test, the reduction
in licking time with AEBM was found to be reversed by prior treatment with serotonin receptor antagonist Cyproheptadine
(1 mg/kg, i.p; 47.33 ± 2.25s and 113.50 ± 3.83s (during phase I i.e. 0-5 min) and 26.67 ± 3.83s and 88.17 ± 7.27s (during
phase II i.e. 20-30 min) in the AEBM-treated and Cyproheptadine pre-treated AEBM groups, respectively). The % increase
in tail flick latency with AEBM was prevented by prior treatment with the non-selective opioid receptor antagonist naloxone
(2mg/kg, i.p; 282.35 and 107.35 in the AEBM-treated and naloxone-treated groups, respectively).

Conclusions:

Our results indicate, that the endogenous adrenergic, serotonergic and opioidergic systems are involved in the analgesic
mechanism of action of the aqueous extract of Bacopa monniera.
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INTRODUCTION

Pain is a complex neurobiological phenomenon, with a diversity of neurochemical factors contributing to both peripheral and
central pain-signalling mechanisms. Antidepressant agents are often used in the treatment of pain and may bring about their
beneficial actions through a number of mechanisms.[1] Antinociceptive effects can be enhanced by blocking
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Involvement of α  and β  adrenergic receptors in analgesic activity in Acetic acid induced writhing test in mice[8–11]

Involvement of 5-HT Receptors in Analgesic Activity in Formalin Test in Rats[7,14,15]

5-hydroxytryptamine 1A receptors, i.e. 5-HT  receptors (which have a pronociceptive influence), similar to the
antidepressant activity.[2] Antidepressants have significant pharmacological actions at crucial areas and nuclei involved in
this circuit, such as the locus coeruleus nucleus, the dorsal and magnus nuclei in the raphe and the dorsal horn of the spinal
cord. Thus, antidepressants can facilitate the endogenous pain control system acting at this neuroanatomical level[3] resulting
in an increase in nociceptive threshold. Animal studies performed with single administration of antidepressant drugs in acute
pain models of pain reaction, hot-plate test, tail flick test and chemical test of sub chronic pain, formalin test and writhing
test, confirm that antidepressant drugs have analgesic properties.

The increased availability of Noradrenaline (NA) and 5-Hydroxytryptamine (5-HT) in the synaptic cleft is the main, but not
the only possible mechanism of the analgesic action of antidepressants. Such action would result from inhibition of reuptake
of these two monoamines by blockade of their specific transporters in the presynaptic membrane. NA and 5-HT receptors are
greatly involved in regulating nociceptive sensation at different levels in nervous system. In this regard, antidepressants seem
to enhance endogenous pain control and are considered to increase or maintain the activity of the descending inhibitory
bulbospinal pathway, which is compromised in chronic pain conditions.[3]

Bacopa monniera (syn. Herpestis monniera L.; Scrophulariaceae) is a commonly used Ayurvedic drug for mental
disorders.[4] It has been reported to exert several neuropsychopharmacological actions including anxiolytic,[5]
antidepressant,[4] anticonvulsive,[6] antioxidant activity and antinociceptive activity.[7] In the present study, we investigated
the possible mechanism of action behind the antinociceptive action of aqueous extract of Bacopa monniera.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Animals

Swiss albino mice of either sex weighing 20-25g, and adult Wistar rats of either sex weighing 180-250g, were used. The
animals were maintained in standard laboratory conditions with food and water ad libitum, under a 12 hour light/12 hour
dark cycle. The experiment was conducted between 10:00 and 17:00 hours. The experimental protocols were approved by
IAEC (Institutional Animal Ethics Committee) of Bombay College of Pharmacy.

Drugs

The following drugs were obtained from the companies as gift samples: atenolol (Ariane Orgachem, Aurangabad),
yohimbine hydrochloride (Manus Aktteva, Ahemdabad), cyproheptadine hydrochloride tablets (Ciplactin, Cipla) and
naloxone hydrochloride injections (Nex, Neon Labs). The aqueous extract of Bacopa monniera (AEBM) was a gift sample
from Ayurchem Products, Mumbai. The specifications of AEBM extracts were 87.20% solubility in water and 83.20%
solubility in 50% v/v alcohol, 20.70% saponins as bacosides and 5.56% and 4.93%, total ash and moisture content values,
respectively, as per the Brahmi extract in-house specifications of Ayurchem Products. AEBM was administered after
reconstitution of the dried powder extract with water. All other drug substances were dissolved in saline solution.

Mechanism studies’ for involvement of different receptors in analgesic activity of antidepressants

In acetic
acid induced abdominal writhing test, injection of irritants like acetic acid into the peritoneal cavity induces pain. It produces
steady and prolonged pain associated with tissue damage and also involves more movements and postural adjustments of the
abdominal portion and rest of the body. The selective adrenergic receptor blockers incorporated in the study were atenolol
(β ) and yohimbine (α ). They were selected, since yohimbine reversed the spinal component of morphine
antinociception,[12] and atenolol inhibited the analgesic effects of desipramine and nortriptyline in acetic acid induced
writhing test.[13]

Swiss albino mice were divided into thirteen groups [Table 1] of six mice each. Food and water were provided ad libitum to
the animals.

Formalin test is a well known chronic pain
model of chemically induced nociception. The intraplantar injection of dilute formaldehyde causes a biphasic pain related
behaviour initiated by direct stimulation of nociceptors, leading to activation of C fibres. This first phase lasts for a few
minutes and reflects the neurogenic component of nociception, being reduced mainly by opoid-like drugs. It lasts only for a
few minutes and is believed to be driven by primary afferent nociceptor activity . The inflammatory component of
nociceptive response (second phase) starts after a silent period of 10-15 minutes and lasts for 60 minutes, and is thought to
arise from nociceptive spinal neuronal hyperactivity. It is mediated by the release of mediators such as bradykinin, histamine,
sympathomimetic amines, tumor necrosis factor and interleukins. Phase 2 is inhibited by cyclooxygenase inhibitors. Drugs
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Involvement of opioid receptor in analgesic activity in Tail immersion test[16,17]

that act primarily as central analgesics inhibit both the phases while peripherally acting drugs inhibit only the phase 2.

Wistar rats were divided into nine groups of six rats each as shown in Table 2. Food and water were provided ad libitum to
the animals.

Tail immersion test has been developed to be
selective for morphine- like compounds. Tail flick is a spinally mediated reflex to nociceptive stimuli. The fast rising pain in
the tail gives rise to rapid tail flick and rapid tail withdrawal at the lowest possible threshold. Swiss albino mice were divided
into nine groups of six mice each as shown in Table 3. Food and water were provided ad libitum to the animals.

Statistical analysis

All results are expressed as the mean ± Standard Deviation (SD). Statistical evaluation of the data was performed using
one-way analysis of variance followed by Dunnett's test. The minimum level of significance considered was P < 0.05.

RESULTS

As shown in Table 4, prior to treatment with Yohimbine (1 mg/kg) and Atenolol (1 mg/kg) fully prevented the
antinociceptive effects of AEBM (120 mg/kg and 160 mg/kg). Specifically, whereas the control mice treated with vehicle
displayed 35.50 ± 1.52 writhes, pretreatment with yohimbine increased abdominal constrictions in AEBM (120 mg/kg) -
treated mice from 25.00 ± 4.00 to 34.67 ± 2.66 writhes and in AEBM (160 mg/kg)- treated mice from 14.50 ± 2.26 to 37.17
± 2.14 writhes. In case of Atenolol, pretreatment increased abdominal constrictions in AEBM (120 mg/kg)-treated mice from
25.00 ± 4.00 to 33.17 ± 5.19 writhes and in AEBM (160 mg/kg)-treated mice from 14.50 ± 4.00 to 31.00 ± 5.44 writhes.

As shown in Table 5, prior treatment with Cyproheptadine (1 mg/kg) fully prevented the antinociceptive effects of AEBM
(120 mg/kg and 160 mg/kg). The control rats treated with vehicle displayed the licking time of 128.00 ± 3.63s (0-5 mins) and
119.33 ± 2.94s (20-30 mins). Pretreatment with cyproheptadine increased the licking time in AEBM (160 mg/kg)-treated
group from 47.33 ± 2.25s to 113.50 ±3.83 (0-5 mins) and from 26.67 ± 3.83s to 88.17 ± 7.27s (20-30 min). The prevention of
antinociceptive effects after pretreatment with Cyproheptadine as observed with AEBM (160 mg/kg) was significant to those
observed with AEBM (80 mg/kg and 120 mg/kg).

Involvement of opioid receptor in analgesic activity in Tail immersion test in mice is presented in Table 6. As shown in the
Table, prior treatment with Naloxone (2 mg/kg) fully prevented the antinociceptive effects of AEBM (120 mg/kg and 160
mg/kg). At 120 minutes, the % increase in tail flick latency in AEBM (120 mg/kg) and AEBM (160 mg/kg) was found to be
higher than the control animals. Pretreatment with naloxone (2 mg/kg) significantly decreased the % increase in tail flick
latencies from 282.35 and 107.35 with AEBM (160 mg/kg). The prevention of antinociceptive effects after pretreatment with
Naloxone as observed with AEBM (160 mg/kg) was significant to those observed with AEBM (80 mg/kg and 120 mg/kg).

DISCUSSION

The involvement of monoamines, mainly serotonin and noradrenaline, in the physiological control of nociception has been
well established.[15] α-adrenoceptor subtypes are distributed both spinally and supraspinally. In the abdominal constriction
assay, α  rather than α -adrenoceptors appear to play an integral role in antidepressant induced antinociception.
Pharmacological and autoradiographic studies have demonstrated that opioid and α -adrenoceptors are co-localized within
the same laminae of the dorsal horn further suggesting a possibility of an opioid-adrenoceptor interaction at the spinal
level.[18] In the abdominal constriction assay, since yohimbine produced a decrement in the protective action of AEBM,
indicating the probable involvement of α -adrenoceptors in the analgesic action of AEBM. The β-adrenergic receptors
participate in the mechanism of action of antidepressants, a hypothesis that was first proposed by Vetulani et al.[19] These
receptors are located in areas directly related to pain pathways.[20] β-adrenergic receptors are closely related to two neural
systems that are directly implicated in pain modulation, i.e. serotonergic[21] and opioid,[22] which in turn, participate in the
mechanism of action of antidepressants. In the abdominal constriction assay, β -receptors seems to play a role in analgesic
activity since atenolol produced a decrement in the protective action of AEBM.

The neurotransmitter 5-hydroxytryptamine (5-HT) is widely accepted as an important participant in the brain and spinal
inhibition of nociceptive transmission.[23] Behavioural studies have demonstrated that 5-HT is implicated in the control
exerted by the brain on the nociception either by afferent fibre hyperpolarization or through presynaptic action. The
destruction of serotonergic projection affects nociception. Serotonergic deficiency is a common factor in both mental
depression and chronic pain.[24] The increasing availability of 5-HT at the synapse is reported to inhibit nociception by
acting at the spinal cord, brainstem or thalamic levels. 5-HT  and 5-HT  receptors are involved in the fluoxetine-induced
antinociception in diabetic mice.[25] We studied the involvement of 5-HT receptors in analgesic activity of AEBM, by using
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5-HT  receptor antagonist cyproheptadine. Cyproheptadine antagonizes 5-HT receptors in the Central Nervous System
(CNS) and the periphery, in addition to its antihistaminic action.[26] AEBM showed an increase in the licking time in
presence of cyproheptadine. The analgesic effect was found to be dose related for AEBM. The difference in licking time
values in the early and late phase indicate the involvement of 5-HT receptors in analgesic activity of AEBM.

Naloxone hydrochloride and Naltrexone hydrochloride in lower dose have been reported to be effective antagonists of opioid
analgesia in Acetic acid induced writhing.[27] This suggests a complex mechanism underlying the antinociceptive effect of
antidepressants. Opioids reduce the sensory discriminative component of pain[28] and antidepressant produce analgesia by
potentiating the pain modulating system rather than having a direct synaptic effect.[29] Opiates enhance serotonergic activity
in the brain by increasing the turnover rate of serotonin, without altering overall concentration of neurotransmitter,[30]
through an indirect action via inhibition of gamma-amino-butyric acid (GABA)- containing neurons in the dorsal raphe
nuclei and also by increasing 5-HT turnover at the spinal cord level.[31] In the present study increase in latency was found to
reduce with time for the groups administered AEBM in combination with the antagonist, thereby indicating the involvement
of opioid receptors in analgesic activity. A possible explanation for antagonism displayed by naloxone is that it blocks the
release of some opioid peptides which interact as agonists at both µ and δ opioid receptors to inhibit nociceptive
transmission.[31]

The percentage increase in latency reduced from 1 hour onwards till 3 hours. The reduction at 0.5 hours was not significant.
After 3 hours, the reduction remained constant at 4 and 6 hours. In the presence of opioid receptor antagonist naloxone there
was a reduction in percentage protection offered by AEBM (160 mg/kg) and thereby an antagonistic effect was observed.

CONCLUSIONS

When AEBM was given in combination with atenolol (β -adrenergic receptor antagonist) and with yohimbine (α -adrenergic
receptor antagonist), its analgesic activity was reversed indicating the involvement of β -adrenergic and α2 -adrenergic
receptors in its analgesic activity. Similarly cproheptadine also reversed analgesia, thereby indicating the involvement of
5-HT receptors in analgesic activity. AEBM, when given in combination with naloxone did not increase the latency for
analgesic effect. Therefore their analgesic effect is antagonized by naloxone, which indicates involvement of opioid receptors
in analgesic activity.

Thus, aqueous extract of Bacopa monniera (AEBM) exhibited analgesic activity in both acute and chronic pain conditions.
The results provide evidence AEBM exhibits analgesic activity through multiple pain pathways like serotonergic,
noradrenergic and opioidergic systems. Further isolation and purification of the crude aqueous extract may lead to
compounds with potential analgesic activity.

Footnotes

Source of Support: Nil

Conflict of Interest: None declared.

REFERENCES

1. Sawynok J, Esser MJ, Reid AR. Antidepressants as Analgesics: An overview of central and peripheral mechanisms of
action. J Psychiatry Neurosci. 2001;26:21–9. [PMCID: PMC1408038] [PubMed: 11212590]

2. Ardid D, Alloui A, Brousse G, Jourdan D, Picard P, Dubray C, et al. Potentiation of the antinociceptive effect of
clomipramine by a 5-ht(1a) antagonist in neuropathic pain in rats. Br J Pharmaco. 2001;132:1118–26.
[PMCID: PMC1572640]

3. Ardid D, Jourdan D, Mestre C, Villanueva L, Le Bars D, eschalier A. Involvement of bulbospinal pathways in the
antinociceptive effect of clomipramine in the rat. Brain Res. 1995;695:253–6. [PubMed: 8556340]

4. Sairam K, Dorababu M, Goel RK, Bhattacharya SK. Antidepressant activity of standardized extract of bacopa monniera
in experimental models of depression in rats. Phytomedicine. 2002;9:207–11. [PubMed: 12046860]

5. Shankar G, Singh HK. Anxiolytic profile of standardized brahmi extract. Indian J Pharmacol. 2000;32:152–4.

6. Martis G, Rao A, Karanth KS. Neuropharmacological activity of herpestis monniera. Fitoterapia. 1992;63:399–404.

7. Hunskaar S, Berge OD, Hole K. Dissociation between antinociceptive and anti-inflammatory effects of acetylsalicylic acid
and indomethacin in the formalin test. Pain. 1986;25:125–32. [PubMed: 3714284]

2

1 2

1

Exploring the possible mechanisms of action behind the antinocice... http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3157104/?report=pr...

4 of 12 4/29/16 12:43 AM



8. Blumberg H, Wolf PS, Dayton HB. Use of writhing test for evaluating activity of narcotic antagonists. Proc Soc Exp Biol
Med. 1965;118:763–6. [PubMed: 14268686]

9. Eddy NB, Leimbach D. Synthetic analgesics. II dithienylbutenyl- and dithienylbutylamines. J Pharmacol Exp Ther.
1953;107:385–93. [PubMed: 13035677]

10. Mico JA, Gibert-Rahola J, Casas J, Rojas O, Serrano MI, Serrano JS. Implication of β - and β -adrenergic receptors in
the antinociceptive effect of tricyclic antidepressants. Eur Neuropsychopharmacol. 1997;7:139–45. [PubMed: 9169301]

11. Gray AM, Pache DM, Sewell RD. Do α -Adrenoceptors play an integral role in the antinociceptive mechanism of action
of antidepressant compounds. Eur J Pharmacol. 1999;2:161–8. [PubMed: 10478628]

12. Iglesias V, Alguacil LF, Alamo C, Cuenca E. Effects of yohimbine on morphine analgesia and physical dependence in the
rat. Eur J Pharmacol. 1992;211:35–8. [PubMed: 1618266]

13. Bowles WR, Flores CM, Jackson DL, Hargreaves km0. B -adrenoceptor regulation of cgrp release from capsaicin-
sensitive neurons. J Dent Res. 2003;82:308–11. [PubMed: 12651937]

14. Le Bars D, Gozariu M, Cadden SW. Animal models of nociception. Pharmacol Rev. 2001;53:597–652.
[PubMed: 11734620]

15. Shibata M, Ohkubo T, Takahashi H, Inoki R. Modified formalin test: Characteristic biphasic pain response. Pain.
1989;38:347–52. [PubMed: 2478947]

16. Anjaneyulu M, Chopra K. Possible involvement of cholinergic and opioid receptor mechanisms in fluoxetine mediated
antinociception response in streptozotocin-induced diabetic mice. Eur J Pharmacol. 2006;538:80–4. [PubMed: 16650402]

17. Chau TT. Analgesic testing in animal models.Pharmacological methods in the control of inflammation. New York: Alan
R. Liss, Inc; 1989. pp. 195–212.

18. Sullivan AF, Dashwood MR, Dickenson AH. α -Adrenoceptor modulation of nociception in rat spinal cord: Location,
effects and interactions with morphine. Eur J Pharmacol. 1987;138:169–77. [PubMed: 3040431]

19. Vetulani J, Stawartz RJ, Dingell JV, Sulser F. A possible common mechanism of action of antidepressants treatments.
Naunyn-Schmiedeberg's Arch Pharmacol. 1976;293:109–14. [PubMed: 183150]

20. Patterson SI, Hanley MR. Autoradiographic evidence for β-adrenergic receptors on capsaicin-sensitive primary afferent
terminals in rat spinal cord. Neurosci Lett. 1987;78:17–21. [PubMed: 3039420]

21. Green AR, Cowen PJ, Nimgaonkar VL, Grahame-Smith DG. In: Effect of β-adrenoceptor agonists on serotonin
biochemistry and function, in frontiers in biochemical and pharmacological research in depression. Usdin E, Asberg M,
Bertilsson L, Sjöqvist F, editors. New York: Raven Press; 1984. pp. 285–8.

22. Berkenbosch F, Vermes R, Binnekade R, Tilders FJ. Beta-adrenergic stimulation induces an increase of the plasma levels
of immunoreactive α-MSH, β-Endorphin, ACTH and of Corticosterone. Life Sci. 1981;29:2249–56. [PubMed: 6119593]

23. Bardin L, Schmidt J, Alloui A, Eschalier A. Effect of intrathecal administration of serotonin in chronic pain models in
rats. Eur J Pharmacol. 2000;409:37–43. [PubMed: 11099698]

24. Vogel C, Mössner R, Gerlach M, Heinemann T, Murphy DL, Riederer P, et al. Absence of thermal hyperalgesia in
serotonin transporter- Deficient mice. J Neurosci. 2003;23:708–15. [PubMed: 12533631]

25. Anjaneyulu M, Chopra K. Fluoxetine attenuates Thermal Hyperalgesia through 5-HT receptors in streptozotocin-
induced Diabetic mice. Eur J Pharmacol. 2004;497:285–92. [PubMed: 15336946]

26. Bero LA, Kuhn CM. Role of serotonin in opiate-induced prolactin secretion and antinociception in the developing rat. J
Pharmacol Exp Ther. 1987;240:831–6. [PubMed: 2435887]

27. Bhargava HN, Larsen AK, Rahmani NH, Villar VM. Naltrexone-induced alterations of the distribution of morphine in
brain regions and spinal cord of the rat. Brain Res. 1993;607:1–8. [PubMed: 8481789]

28. Gracely RH, Dubner R, McGrath PA. Narcotic Analgesia: Fentanyl reduces the intensity but not the unpleasantness of
painful tooth pulp sensations. Science. 1979;203:1261–3. [PubMed: 424753]

29. Botney M, Fields HL. Amitriptyline potentiates morphine analgesia by a direct action on the central nervous system. Ann

1 2

2

2

2

½

Exploring the possible mechanisms of action behind the antinocice... http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3157104/?report=pr...

5 of 12 4/29/16 12:43 AM



Neurol. 1983;13:160–4. [PubMed: 6219612]

30. Gorlitz BD, Frey HH. Central monoamines and antinociceptive drug action. Eur J Pharmacol. 1972;20:171–80.
[PubMed: 4265524]

31. Brase DA. Roles of serotonin and Gamma-aminobutyric acid in opioid effect. Adv Biochem Psychopharmacol.
1979;20:409–28. [PubMed: 382773]

Figures and Tables

Exploring the possible mechanisms of action behind the antinocice... http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3157104/?report=pr...

6 of 12 4/29/16 12:43 AM



Table 1

Experimental groups for writhing test with the Swiss albino mice divided into 13 groups with 6 mice in each group
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Table 2

Experimental groups for formalin test with the Wistar rats mice divided into 9 groups with 6 mice in each group

Exploring the possible mechanisms of action behind the antinocice... http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3157104/?report=pr...

8 of 12 4/29/16 12:43 AM



Table 3

Experimental groups for tail immersion test with the Swiss albino mice divided into 9 groups as shown in table with 6 mice
in each group
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Table 4

Involvement of α  and β  adrenergic receptor in analgesic activity-effect of yohimbine and atenolol on aqueous extract of
Bacopa monniera in acetic- acid induced writhing test in mice
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Table 5

Involvement of 5-hydroxytryptamine receptor in analgesic activity – effect of Cyproheptadine on aqueous extract of Bacopa
monniera in Formalin test in rats
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Table 6

Involvement of opioid receptors in analgesic activity- effect of Naloxone on aqueous extract of Bacopa monniera in Tail
immersion test in mice
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